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Background 
 
Mbombela, today the capital city of South Africa’s Mpumalanga province with about  
400 000 residents, was formerly known as Nelspruit, and during apartheid, fell under 
the Bantustan of KaNgwane. At one point, the former apartheid government ‘offered’ 
the KaNgwane Bantustan and its over 1 million Black inhabitants to Swaziland, 
hoping to  reduce the number of Black citizens of South Africa and use the stretch of 
land as a buffer zone against ‘infiltration’ from Mozambique by freedom fighters. 
 
KaNgwane was “overcrowded and poorly serviced … Land demand was high, water 
is in short supply, and the history of forced removals remains fresh in peoples’ 
memories and imaginaries.  Historically, political struggles were connected to the 
ongoing decline in access to land, water, and biomass resources”.1  
 
During apartheid and until 1994, residents paid either R12 per month for water 
services or a flat rate (which varies according to different reports) of R14 to R40 per 
month for all services, including electricity, rent and water. Many peri-urban 
townships of Mbombela lacked water and residents had to use nearby rivers. Some 
residents said also that they were supplied with water into their yards. By the time 
apartheid ended, water delivery to the residents of Mbombela’s townships – 
KaNyamazane, Matsulu A and C, and Tekwane – along with Mbombela’s six peri-
urban areas - Daantjie, Zwelitsha, Msogwaba, Mpakeni, Luphisi and Matsulu 
(situated about 30 minutes drive from Mbombela town centre) – was abysmal, and in 
many cases, non-existent. 
 
In 1996, the then Nelspruit Transitional Local Council decided to privatize the town’s 
water to a multinational company. This was to be the ANC government’s ‘flagship 
project’, setting the pace for privatization of water in municipalities across the 
country. In 1999, the contract was awarded to a consortium led by the British water 
multinational, Biwater.  
 
From 1997 until 2004, popular resistance against the privatization was carried out by 
local social movements, political parties and the South African Municipal Workers’ 
Union (Samwu). However, privatization went ahead and the contract is still in place. 
 
This paper is finalised at a time when, according to the union previously involved and 
activists from the Mbombela community, there is no longer a struggle going on 
against privatisation of water in Mbombela. The union has abandoned all its once held 
plans to have the council’s contract with Biwater scrapped. The Mbombela Anti-
Privatisation Forum (MAPF) says it that a resolution was reached that the MAPF 
would become dormant because a payment boycott is firmly in place, and there are no 
longer any water cut-offs. Activists say that the MAPF will regroup when “council 
starts giving us problems again”.2 
 

                                                 
1 Community Integrated GIS for land reform in South Africa, Daniel Weiner and Trevor Harris, Urban 
and Regional Information Systems Association Journal, 2004 
2 Henry Nkuna, MAPF Spokesperson, interview January 2005 



Therefore, this paper amounts mainly to an overview of the anti-water privatisation 
struggle in Mbombela between 1997 and 2004, as conducted by the union and local 
social movements. It draws some conclusions about the missed opportunities for a real 
worker-community victory against the British multinational. 
 
(Note that for ease of reading, Nelspruit will be referred to as Mbombela throughout). 
 
Methodology 
 

• A literature review of press clippings, research reports and other documents 
collected between 1997 and 2004 

• Structured interviews (questionnaires) conducted with 40 Mbombela residents 
– 10 from Daantjie, Thekwane, KaNyamazane and Matsulu townships 

• Semi-structured interviews with activists from the South African Municipal 
Workers Union (Samwu), leaders from the ANC, PAC, Cosatu, and 
community movements in Mbombela, journalists from the local news agency, 
activists in other social movements in the country, municipal and Biwater 
officials, mothers whose children died of cholera in Matsulu township, 
provincial government officials, and activists from an anti-privatisation 
movement in Ghana.  

 
Chronology of events from 1997 - 2004 
 
1997 
 
In April 1997, the South African Municipal Workers’ Union (Samwu) which was 
engaged in an anti-privatisation campaign at the time, was alerted by Business Report 
newspaper that water in Mbombela (then Nelspruit) was to be privatised. The union 
then began a ‘campaign’ against this water privatisation. There is no evidence to 
suggest that at this time there was any organised community group that opposed the 
unilateral announcement by the municipality in conjunction with the Department of 
Constitutional Development (now the Department of Provincial and Local 
Government).  
 
At the time it was clear to Samwu, however, that the community had not been 
adequately consulted on the privatization. Instead, individual and random township 
residents were quoted in the media saying that they welcomed any move that would 
see residents getting piped water into their homes. 
 
The union launched a media campaign against the privatization, and began mobilizing 
its local branch. Part of the work that the local union branch was supposed to do, was 
to go ‘door to door’ in the townships, pamphleteering residents about the dangers of 
privatization.  
 
There was an assumption in the union at that point that the township residents were 
unorganized and not opposed to the privatization, but that it would be necessary for 
local unionists to mobilize the community’s support. According to Jacob Phala, 
Chairperson of Samwu’s Lowveld Branch (covering Mbombela): 
 

“First and foremost, Samwu as an organization is a union that represents the 



interests of council workers. And so, when we heard that water was to be 
privatized in Mbombela we knew what that meant for our workers. 
 
We knew that with big corporations like Biwater, the most important thing to 
them is profits. And that they are willing to retrench workers, cut salaries 
down, and make work conditions unbearable in their pursuit for profits.  
 
But that was not only our concern with the privatization of water in 
Mbombela. We knew that the general public was going to suffer the most. As 
a result of privatization the tariffs soared into the level where the community 
found it impossible to pay. Some of the people in Mbombela are unemployed. 
As a union we believe that people should have a right to have access to basic 
services. Private companies cannot be trusted to give that to the people. Even 
when they do they do not provide a satisfactory service.” 3 

 
The union's Mpumalanga provincial office also called a meeting with the municipality 
to give reasons why it opposed the privatisation of water. At the meeting, the union 
presented proposals for a pilot project on service delivery as an alternative to the 
privatisation scheme. The pilot project proposed that the budget for water delivery be 
re-organised so that the more populated areas, the townships, receive the greater share 
of the budget, and the larger number of workers to deliver the water. This would 
enable water services to be extended to poor, black township residents on an equitable 
basis as water delivered to well-off white residents in the town.  
 
It was clear that such a re-organisation would strike at the very heart of the apartheid 
plan for service delivery which was still in place, and would consequently overturn 
the ANC’s GEAR-inspired plan for ‘redressing’ apartheid inequalities through 
privatization. It was thus that the municipality told the union that while they 
welcomed Samwu's proposals, they would not budge on plans to privatise water 
delivery.  
 
At this stage, Samwu still hoped that the solution could be found politically. The 
union asked its parent federation, the Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(Cosatu) to call a meeting of what it termed Mass Democratic Movement (MDM) 
formations to discuss the issue. The MDM organisations represented at the meeting 
were the local branches of Cosatu, the African National Congress (ANC), the South 
African Communist Party (SACP), the South African National Civics Organisation 
(SANCO) and the Congress of South African Students (COSAS). It was clear that 
residents from the affected communities were supposed to be represented by SANCO, 
COSAS and even the local ANC and SACP structures. Other political parties were not 
involved and independent residents organizations that may have existed at this time 
were not sought out. 
 
All the organizations were unanimous in rejecting the privatisation plans and 
recommended a meeting with the ANC's Mpumalanga Provincial Executive 
Committee (PEC) on the matter. At the meeting with the PEC, the ANC undertook to 
approach the municipality to persuade it to put their plans on hold. Mpumalanga's 
MEC for local government, housing and land administration, Craig Padayachee, also 
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agreed to intervene in the situation. He urged the town council to suspend the 
implementation of the privatisation deal and resolve the issue with the relevant 
stakeholders.  
 
After this, various confusing events occurred. According to Cosatu, because of MDM 
opposition to the privatization, in October, Constitutional Affairs and Provincial 
Development Minister Valli Moosa visited the town and asked the ANC mayor, Isaiah 
Khoza, to have the council hold off on announcing its preferred bidder for the 
contract, who had already been chosen.  
 
Cosatu says that Khoza agreed to ask the council – in which the ANC has a majority – 
to postpone the decision but the council refused. Cosatu's Mpumalanga regional 
secretary Norman Mokoena said in an interview at the time that the Provincial 
Alliance Secretariat, when they heard the news, condemned the ANC councillors' 
decision, which they saw as undermining the Alliance. Samwu in response staged a 
one day provincial strike on 27 October, including a march on the Mbombela 
municipal office. The unions received messages of solidarity from sister unions across 
the world, including Britain's massive public sector union, Unison. These messages 
came in the form of emails, though, and not in the form of any kind of concrete public 
support. The attempts by the union to solve the problem of the ANC’s decision to use 
Mbombela as a national privatization test case, continued.  
 
The provincial alliance structure’s condemnation of so-called renegade ANC 
councillors and even Minister Valli Moosa’s visit was inconsistent with the previous 
and long-standing national ANC decision that the water of Mbombela was to be 
privatized.  
 
According to Cosatu, after this an Alliance meeting was held on 29 October. This 
meeting agreed that ANC councillors should propose in full council that the whole 
privatisation process be halted pending thorough discussion and consultation with all 
stakeholders. The Alliance meeting also agreed that a Water Summit be held where 
alternatives to privatisation would be explored and that no contract be signed with Bi-
water, the council's preferred bidder. 
 
The Cosatu region also hosted a workshop from 18-21 November to further explore 
issues of privatisation and water provision in Nelspruit. The workshop, which was 
attended by delegates from Sasco, Cosas, the ANC, Cosatu and Samwu, included 
visits to water reticulation plants in and around Nelspruit. 4 
 
This high level of activity from Cosatu seems to have emanated from an active 
COSATU local. According to Cosatu Local Secretary Solly Mathebula, the local was 
meeting weekly and the Biwater issue was high on the agenda. Mathebula, a Shoprite 
supermarket shopsteward and Secretary of the Local since 1993, said that the Local 
willingly became involved in community issues, describing the community 
organizations as “dysfunctional” and said that Cosatu had to step in “to fill the gap”.5 
Mathebula described a number of campaigns against increases in bus and electricity 
prices that the Cosatu local had spearheaded in 1995. 

                                                 
4 The Shopsteward magazine, Volume 6 No 6, December 1997 / January 1998 
5 ibid 



 
Samwu’s strategy at this point seems to have been to raise the objection to the 
Mbombela privatization in as many different political forums as possible, whether 
those forums had any clear political power or legal standing or not. It became clear to 
the union for the first time since 1994 that political agreements could not be enforced 
either through political meetings or legal action. For example, the union and Cosatu 
tried to invoke the 1996 National Framework Agreement (NFA) on the restructuring 
of state assets to prevent the privatization but their attempts were ignored and by 
December 1997, Biwater and its black economic empowerment arm, Metsi aSechaba, 
had been selected as the ‘preferred bidders’.  
 
Because Mbombela had been publicly identified by the ANC leadership as a national 
test case for privatization, and yet scorned by the provincial ANC structure and 
Samwu nationally, the Cosatu Head Office was in a quandary. They could not ignore 
their affiliate Samwu’s opinion, or the opinion of their local or the local Alliance 
structures. They escaped this quandary however, by blaming the privatization on  
“apparently intransigent ANC councillors.” 6 
 

“The ANC councillors not only failed to consult the ANC branches in their 
constituency, but went against decisions of the ANC's constitutional structures 
in the province and the provincial government. This is seen as undermining the 
ANC's political authority. At the same time, the ANC's provincial structures 
appear to have approached the issue in a manner which has strengthened the 
unity of the Alliance and other progressive forces. This bodes well for a 
common approach to policy-making in the future.”7 

 
In the light of the fact that the ANC nationally was promoting the privatization, and 
that the ANC provincial structure was effectively powerless, this was a highly 
misleading statement by Cosatu. Clearly, the statement intended to set up a spin that 
while the workers and the ANC nationally were at complete loggerheads over the 
privatization, there was no difference of opinion in the Alliance. These kind of 
statements would be frequently echoed by Cosatu’s Head Office and the SACP with 
regard to other privatizations that were to take place over the next few years. 
 
Consultation of the community was not high profile during this period. Different 
political parties differed on the issue of community consultation. Pat Nkosi, 
Mbombela ANC Secretary said: 

“Before the privatization of water in Mbombela we were consulted by the 
provincial government, and told that the government could not afford to build 
infrastructure for water services in certain communities, and therefore a 
private company would have to be brought in to do the job. Initially, people in 
Mbombela had no problem with the privatization of water. Besides, we were 
told this was going to be a pilot project. But make no mistake, consultation 
with the community was done”.8 

                                                 
6 ibid  
7 ibid 
8 Pat Nkosi interview, January 2005 



Goodman Sibusiso Nkosi, Branch Chairperson of the PAC disputed this: 

“When the government decided to privatize water here in Mbombela it did not 
consult with anyone. Biwater officials just came to our houses and started 
implementing water meters. And so as part of political structures in the area 
we were not happy with such a way of doing things.”9 

 
 
1998 
 
Although Biwater had been selected as preferred bidder, the contract had not been 
signed. The union was still making attempts to stop the privatization deal. Samwu 
asked its parent federation Cosatu to embark on a provincial wide strike. Cosatu 
Mpumalanga agreed to this and the national media structure of Cosatu released a press 
statement announcing the strike. 
 
However, this was effectively cancelled on the eve of the strike by then Deputy 
General Secretary of Cosatu, Zwelinzima Vavi, in a “reply to all” email that was 
addressed to the Cosatu media officer but received by the entire press list. The email 
stated that the Cosatu province had not adequately consulted Cosatu Head Office 
about the strike and so it would not be happening. 
 
Biwater then intensified its efforts to conclude the signing of the contract while local 
mobilisations against the proposed privatization continued. Samwu also lobbied 
British trade unions, international trade unions and labour activist organizations to 
support the campaign against Biwater. The union formed an ongoing communication 
with a London based research unit at the University of Greenwich, to gather 
information about Biwater’s performance in other countries and expose its 
shortcomings. 
 
In 1997, the Mail and Guardian newspaper had published an article alleging a link 
between Biwater and “an arms dealing scandal in the late 1980s which involved large 
‘donations’ to the British Conservative Party”. 10 
 
The article was reproduced on many websites across the world. Suddenly, over one 
year later Biwater threatened legal action against internet service providers SangoNet 
and British-based GreenNet, which hosted web sites that containing the article. This 
created some level of furore from international internet service providers and trade 
unions. The Institute for Global Communications stated, “We cannot remain silent 
while a multinational such as Biwater Plc attempts to stifle legitimate public debate on 
important issues by threatening libel proceedings. We believe that the article posted 
on our Association for Progressive Communications affiliates are part of legitimate 
public discourse on the issue of privatisation of public resources in South Africa.” 11  
 
The furore served to focus some international attention on the Samwu campaign itself, 
although this attention did not inspire practical solidarity, such as pickets or strike 

                                                 
9 Goodman Sibusiso Nkosi, interview January 2005 
10 Water giant threatens opponents, Norm Dixon, Green Left Weekly, 1998 
11 ibid 



action from grassroots Biwater workers in England or any other country. It mainly 
elicited emails of protest from high ranking officials in trade unions or ‘cyber 
activists’.   
 
Samwu was still under pressure from Cosatu’s national office to resolve the deadlock 
over the privatization through political negotiations. A negotiating forum known as 
the ‘Sectoral Forum’ was set up.  The sectoral forum was a "10-a-side" gathering of 
government representatives and trade unionists – six from Cosatu and four from the 
independent Federation of Unions (Fedusa). Sometimes it met with fewer people and 
in 2001, it suddenly stopped meeting altogether. The union and the government had 
different ideas about the functions of the sectoral forum, and as time went by, the 
government frequently betrayed agreements reached just days before in the sectoral 
forum.  
 
Samwu however saw the sectoral forum as a positive initiative. In one of the first 
meetings, in October 1998, Moosa, the Cosatu trade union federation and local 
authority employers reached an agreement that the public sector be the "preferred 
option" for service delivery.  
 
The agreement stated clearly that the private sector could only be involved in service 
provision where there was no public sector structure "willing and able" to provide the 
service. However, it did not contain any remedies that the union could take in the 
event that municipalities went ahead and privatized anyway. Still, the union saw the 
agreement as an important step forward. 
 
However, during the same month it became clear that the ANC government’s position 
was that Mbombela privatization somehow fell outside of this agreement. In October, 
Moosa convened a press conference where he denounced Samwu’s anti-privatisation 
campaign as “based on ‘ultra-leftist’ ideological leanings, and was blocking 
‘transformation’ and service delivery.”12 
 
This press conference caused something of a mini-crisis within Samwu – a crisis that 
manifested itself within a union Central Executive Committee (CEC) meeting held 
during that time. The union was already divided over the Mbombela issue because of 
its evident political implications for national relations within the Tripartite Alliance. 
The National Anti-Privatisation Campaign Co-ordinator, Maria van Driel, was 
relieved of her post by the CEC. After many hours of debate, the CEC said that 
Samwu had never been totally opposed to private sector involvement in municipal 
services, or as it was reported by the media: “The blanket dismissal of all and any 
private sector involvement demanded by Samwu congress resolutions has been 
dropped”. 13 
 
At this stage the contract was said to be worth R250 million, although this figure 
changed over the years. This was the promised amount that Biwater would invest over 
the 30 year period of the contract, in extending water services to the townships. With 
still no community opposition to the privatization, and the union under attack from 
various Tripartite Alliance forces, various powerful figures began to press for the 
conclusion of the contract. In November, the then British trade and industry minister, 
                                                 
12 Business Report, 1998 
13 Fat in fire over Nelspruit water services issue , Terry Bell, Business Report, 27 November, 1998 



Peter Mandelson visited South Africa. “Mandelson insisted that he had not come to 
‘sell privatisation to South Africa’, even though one of the main aims of his visit was 
to push for the immediate conclusion of the contract.”14  
 
In the same month, Biwater issued a threat against the public broadcaster, the South 
African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), after it ran a news item critical of 
Biwater’s performance in water delivery. Snuki Zikalala, the author of the report and 
then a journalist at the SABC, had travelled to England to interview Biwater 
executives, who had refused to comment. Once the news item was aired, Biwater 
issued a statement saying: 
 

“Until an apology and corrections are issued by SABC3, parent company 
Biwater Plc in the UK has indicated its intention to withhold its R200 million 
investment in the proposed pipe factory in Brakpan, Johannesburg, which was 
to have created jobs for several thousand local people” - Biwater media 
statement, November 17 1998 
 

The SABC issued an apology although Zikalala said at the time that he stood by the 
accuracy of his story. 
 
By the end of November, the deal had clearly been brought close to finalization with 
the council’s town clerk, Roelf Kotze, announcing on November 20 that the deal 
would be finalised in the first week of December, 1998. 15 
 
During December, Samwu’s international federation, the Public Services International 
(PSI) held its Africa Conference in Johannesburg. The union felt it was a victory that 
two hundred delegates from Africa’s public service unions passed a resolution critical 
of the privatization and Biwater, despite the fact that no practical solidarity action was 
proposed. 
 
At the same time, despite the clear intention of both the ANC as represented by 
Moosa, and the municipality to sign the privatization contract, it seemed that Samwu 
was still hoping that somehow this could be delayed through the very same kind of 
political negotiations which until this point had borne no visible fruit. After the Africa 
Conference, Samwu General Secretary Roger Ronnie said “we are still negotiating 
with the government the details of a framework agreement covering the restructuring 
of local government and municipal services…It seems to me that the statement by the 
town clerk raises serious questions about his own interests.” 16 
  
  
1999 
 
The beginning of 1999 saw another major water privatization initiative by an ANC 
council. The water of Dolphin Coast municipality, in KwaZulu Natal just north of 
Durban, was put up for privatization. Samwu’s response was again to raise the matter 
in the sectoral forum. Leftists in the union felt that by this time it had become clear 
that this forum had no legal standing and was not respected by the ANC government 
                                                 
14 British Labour fishes in troubled water, Anna Weekes, Labour Left Briefing, November 1998 
15 ibid 
16 Fat in fire over Nelspruit water services issue , Terry Bell, Business Report, 27 November, 1998 



delegates. The sectoral forum seemed to be largely used by pro-ANC elements within 
the Samwu leadership to delay calls for strike action on the grounds that negotiations 
were underway with government.  
 
For example, government ministers would give the go-ahead for privatizations that 
just days before in the sectoral forum they had said were on hold but at the same time, 
claim “local authorities were constitutionally independent tiers of government that 
were employer bodies in their right with the ability to enter into contracts” 17. The 
contradictions were a source of frustration to the union but this frustration did not 
manifest in any kind of strike action. 
 
The Mbombela contract was eventually not signed until May 1999, over two years 
past the day when the government first announced its intention to privatize Nelspruit’s 
water. The Samwu national office released statistics from Britain showing that 
Biwater had been rated one of the four worst water companies by OFWAT, the British 
water watchdog. This contradicted with the simultaneous declaration made by Pogiso 
Pasha, the Samwu Mpumalanga provincial chairman that “the draft contract was 
flawed on several points, but the most critical was that it prioritised development in 
formerly advantaged areas.”18 
 
By May 1999, it seemed that the various agreements the union had reached with 
government had not been worth the paper they were written on. Cosatu decided to 
seek a legal opinion on whether any of the agreements were binding on government. 
The legal opinion on the agreement struck the year before in the Sectoral Forum was 
that it was “not enforceable”. According to the lawyers, the agreement, which stressed 
that the public sector should be the “preferred option”, could not legally be relied on. 
Union hopes of a possible constitutional challenge to the Dolphin Coast deal were 
also dashed when Cosatu was informed that this was also unlikely to succeed.19 
 
In October 1999, Samwu met with the municipality who said that they intended to 
implement the signed water concession agreement from November 1st 1999, and that 
all affected workers would be transferred the day before this to the private 
consortium. The union declared a dispute, referring the matter to the bargaining 
council and asking for the national office to interdict the municipality. This interdict 
never materialized.  
 
Cosatu took a separate initiative and approached the Department for Provincial and 
Local Government asking for “constructive dialogue” about the Mbombela and 
Dolphin Coast water privatisations. Cosatu also stated that its concern was mainly that 
the contracts were for long periods of 30 years – thus removing the principled position 
that basic services such as water should not be privatised.20 Journalist Terry Bell, the 
frequent recipient of inside information from Samwu reported that: 
 

“as an evident sop, the department of constitutional development and 
provincial affairs has offered, in the case of Nelspruit, to ‘assist Cosatu’ in 

                                                 
17 Union prepares legal case over privatised water, Frank Nxumalo, Business Report, February 10, 
1999 
18 Nelspruit water deal to be signed next week, Frank Nxumalo, Business Report, April 17, 1999 
19 Fight against water privatisation has finally dried up, Terry Bell, Business Report, May 7, 1999 
20 Nelspruit`s water deal is full of holes, Terry Bell, Business Report, October 22, 1999l 



putting pressure on the council to amend the agreement should it not meet with 
the conditions previously laid down by the unions. But, at the same time, the 
department also announced that, having studied the agreement, it was satisfied 
that it complied with all conditions.” 21 
 

 
Reflecting on Samwu’s attempts to stop Biwater from privatizing the water of 
Mbombela, it is apparent that the union had attempted a legal and negotiating strategy 
instead of using workers’ power or strike action. Yet Samwu had not thought to ask 
for a legal opinion before signing various political agreements and then relying on 
them legally. The union had held off on planning any kind of strike action, let alone 
developing alliances with community groups, because of Cosatu’s preference for 
negotiations within the Tripartite Alliance.  
 
At this time, the iGoli 2002 privatization plan for all municipal services in 
Johannesburg was announced. Samwu tacitly decided that the Mbombela privatization 
should from this point be ‘monitored’ and the union’s energies instead directed 
towards fighting the privatization of Johannesburg. This despite the fact that the 
situation was dire in Mbombela with reports that water workers were being subjected 
to intimidation. (Workers were being approached individually at this time and asked 
to take early retirement). The contract between the municipality and Biwater had been 
concluded under a shroud of secrecy, and the union still had not been provided with a 
copy. It was only known that Biwater had won the contract with a black 
empowerment group known as Sivukile and this consortium would henceforth be 
known as the Greater Nelspruit Utility Company (GNUC). 
 
  
2000 
 
2000 was the year when both Biwater and the ANC government’s plans for water 
privatization in many municipalities fell apart dramatically. Within months of 
privatising, Biwater had increased water prices by up to R500 per month per 
household, and residents who could not pay were disconnected. 
 
The Pan Africanist Congress branch in Mbombela, lead by former Azanian Peoples 
Liberation Army freedom fighter Henry Nkuna, acted swiftly. By June 2000, it had 
announced a ‘Defiance Campaign’ against Biwater, which was now operating as the 
Greater Nelspruit Utility Company (GNUC). The Defiance Campaign encompassed 
‘Operation Vulamanzi’ (reconnection of disconnected water supplies) and marches 
against the GNUC offices. GNUC threatened court action against the PAC in the 
media but backed down.  
 
Local government elections were due to be held in December 2000. By November 
2000, just before the local elections which were to be held in December, the PAC 
Mayoral candidate promised to cancel the contract with GNUC if elected. 
 
The PAC also promised ‘free’ water as part of a flat rate of R30 per household per 
month for all municipal services. Since elections were imminent, the ANC 
duplicitously joined the opposition to GNUC. Mpumalanga Premier (and provincial 
                                                 
21 Fight against water privatisation has finally dried up, Terry Bell, Business Report, May 7, 1999 



ANC chairperson), Ndaweni Mahlangu promised to ‘renegotiate’ the contract with 
GNUC if the ANC won “so that the city's poor would have free water.”22 This despite 
the fact that it was the ANC council who concluded the contract in the first place, and 
despite the fact that Mahlangu had no legal power to renegotiate it. 
 
Shortly after this, the ANC made a national election promise to introduce a small, free 
basic level of water and electricity for all residential households in South Africa. 
Despite the ANC’s involvement in privatization which had immediately caused 
hardship for township residents, Mbombela residents elected 61 ANC councillors out 
of a total of 71. The PAC secured only one of the 34 seats allocated to proportional 
representation councillors. 
 
In the run up to elections in the rest of the country, a network of aspirant anti-
privatisation councillors had formed. Sparked by the decision of dismissed Soweto 
ANC councillor Trevor Ngwane to run as an independent anti-privatisation councillor, 
two community activists from the Concerned Citizens Forum of KZN, along with ten 
Workers Organisation for Socialist Action (WOSA) linked community activists from 
Upington in the Northern Cape, decided to contest elections. (The Upington 10 were 
later disallowed from standing by local bureaucratic IEC regulations). 
 
However, this network did not seem to know about the PAC anti-privatisation 
candidates in Mbombela and no links were made. 
 
The union was totally out of the loop of these political developments. All 
campaigning against water privatisation in Mbombela had ground to a halt. Local 
unionists were campaigning for the ANC in line with the national decision of Cosatu. 
Apart from this, Samwu nationally was embroiled in similar kind of internal divisions 
and political machinations resulting from confused political negotiations in 
Johannesburg where the ANC council was implementing a full-scale, city-wide 
privatization programme. 
 
Samwu nationally was surprised to hear that community opposition to GNUC had 
reached high levels. In October 2000, Samwu Mpumalanga Province convened a 
research visit of the area which included the Samwu national water officer “to 
investigate the allegations that the communities of KaNyamazane and Matsulu were 
extremely unhappy with the services of Biwater”.23 
 
The research visit heard from communities that they were “not willing to register to 
vote in the forthcoming local government election because of their disillusionment 
with service deliveries e.g. roads after the floods have not been repaired, water 
situation has not improved, people are without water for a whole week in 
KaNyamazane sections 3,4,5 and 6”.24 
 
Workers at the Matsulu depot informed the delegation that on 14 October there was to 
be a “PAC march to the offices of GNUC, Biwater and the Premier to protest against 
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the summonses and high arrears and lack of proper services.” 25 
 
The delegation was also informed about a meeting in the KaNyamazane Community 
Centre. They went along and found: 
 

“approximately 250-300 people present. The community was very vocal 
around the issue of the summonses (for unpaid water bills) and expressed the 
view that their councillors had not consulted them and this was creating 
extreme hardship for them. One of the community members explained that he 
was receiving three accounts. After long debate it was resolved that the 
summonses would be withdrawn and that councillors are to go back to their 
structures and get mandates for the payment of services.” 26 

 
Following this fact finding mission, Samwu Mpumalanga tried to re-start the union’s 
campaign against GNUC. The provincial office developed a programme of action for 
an anti-privatisation campaign in Mbombela. The activities planned were: meetings 
with the Cosatu Local, Cosatu region, MEC for Local Government and Mbombela 
ANC councillors to update all parties on the results of the visit. At that time Samwu 
also decided to “assess options in regard to a possible re-negotiation to reverse the 
contract”.27 
 
Absent from the Programme of Action proposed by the union’s provincial office was 
any mention of support for the defiance campaign, or any desire to meet with the 
community themselves, through their links with local workers. 
 
Other problems arose at this time and these could have been grounds for cancellation 
of GNUC’s contract, had the union or communities been in possession of a contract. 
Biwater was looking for a partner to buy 50% of the GNUC. In its search for loans, it 
was revealed that Biwater did not have all the money it had promised to invest in the 
GNUC (specifically to fulfil its contractual obligations to extend water supply to the 
poor). The union was angered that Biwater ended up borrowing R150 million from 
the state owned financing agency Development Bank of South Africa to invest in 
GNUC, and stated that the municipality could have taken this loan directly at a lower 
interest rate.  
 
By November 2000 the privatization was having an adverse effect on municipal 
workers. GNUC had subcontracted certain jobs like meter installation and meter 
reading to other small private companies. Samwu declared a dispute on transfers and 
job losses. A plan was drawn up for the unions and “their allies in various 
communities to embark on a series of ‘mass actions’, including pickets, marches and 
strikes”.28 However it never became clear if the existing community movements, 
including the PAC, were included in these meetings. 
 
Bell wrote: 

“Samwu officials and most members are also obviously at pains not to alienate 
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their federation which is under pressure because of the looming local 
government elections. With feelings running so high, a high-level meeting of 
the ANC, Cosatu and Samwu was called yesterday in a last-ditch attempt to 
head off protest action in the weeks before the local government elections.” 29 

 
Phala of Samwu summed up this period as follows: 
 

“We staged demonstrations, we striked, and we organized and mobilized the 
community in Mbombela. Cosatu was closely working with us at the time – 
giving us full support.  
 
But came an order from high up in the ANC saying the privatization process in 
Mbombela must not fail, at all costs. And so, ever since Cosatu distanced itself 
from our struggle.  
 
However, we were not deterred by this, we continued resisting the 
privatization process. We even proposed that the contract signed with Biwater 
be reduced from 30 years to 10 years; but we were told that by doing that the 
council would have to pay lots of money to Biwater for breaching the contract.  
 
A compromise was reached between us and Biwater. We agreed that Biwater 
would have to consult with Samwu on important issues regarding staff.”30 

 
 
2001 
 

“Around 2001, to everyone’s surprise, Samwu started taking a softer stance on 
the privatization of water in Mbombela. It turned out Samwu was not 
interested in resisting the privatization of water as a policy, but was only 
concerned about retrenchment of workers that courts the process of 
privatization. Also, as an organization Samwu is very compromised. They are 
an affiliate of the Cosatu, which is an alliance of the ANC. The ANC is the 
ruling party that came with the idea of privatizing water in Mbombela in the 
first place.” 
- interview with Henry Nkuna, PAC activist and later Mbombela Anti-
Privatisation Forum spokesperson, December 2004 
 
“We can’t pay and so Operation Vulamanzi is the only solution”  
– Analies Ndlovu, Matsulu, May 2004 

 
While the PAC felt that Samwu had compromised its members and the community, 
compromises between the community and GNUC were not on the cards. ‘Operation 
Vulamanzi’ (‘turn on water’) was launched in response to thousands of GNUC 
disconnections of people who had not paid. There was also a decision to broaden the 
campaign against water privatization, renaming it “The Dismantle Biwater Coalition”, 
and invite membership from any interested parties. 
 
However, the PAC continued its own struggle as an autonomous organization against 
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Biwater. When journalists wrote about community uprisings they sometimes referred 
to the PAC, and on other occasions to the Dismantle Biwater Coalition.  
 
The press clipping review pointed mainly to the prevalence of the Pan-Africanist 
Congress (PAC) as the political force organizing in the community against 
disconnections and high water prices, even after the Dismantle Biwater Coalition was 
formed. However, interviews with residents from four townships revealed that they 
belonged to a wide variety of movements, sometimes more than one. Matsulu 
residents said they belonged both to the Matsulu Water Crisis Committee (which was 
set up in 2004) and the PAC, others said they belonged both to the PAC and the 
Mbombela Anti-Privatisation Forum (which replaced the Dismantle Biwater Coalition 
in 2004), others to the PAC as well as other local community groups, and others said 
they attended regular community meetings and demonstrations but didn’t belong to a 
movement or committee. Residents of Zwelitsha said that they had started their own 
water crisis committee.  
 
Different forms of organizing were alluded to. Anna Mabundo from Zwelisha said “I 
can’t say I belong to a movement but it is a community coming together fighting 
Biwater, with the help from the PAC.” Other residents from Thekwane said there was 
no movement in the township but they attended community meetings against Biwater. 
A resident from Daantjie who did not want to be named said simply “we fight as a 
community”.  “There is no movement but we fight as a community without any 
structure”, said Nicholas Maseko from Thekwane. 
 
Thandi Shabangu from KaNyamazane said: “I support the community in the fight 
against Biwater but I don’t belong to any movement. I have met the comrades from 
Operation Vulamanzi and I think it’s brilliant.” Shabangu said she attended 
community meetings and also participated in discussions about Operation Khanyisa 
(‘turn on electricity’). 
 
With regards to tactics, Operation Vulamanzi and the boycott of water payments were 
mostly used, but some residents said they also used the tactic of vandalizing Biwater’s 
property. 
 
It was clear that the water disconnections were causing extreme hardship in the 
community and that organizing against this and other problems were high priority for 
residents. Jabu Mathebulo from Zwelisha says she coped with water cut offs at the 
time by using water from the dam and ‘reserving’ this. Linah Mdaka from Zwelisha 
said she got water from the river when it is cut off, and was part of organizing a local 
committee to fight for the rights of people to get water for free. She said she had been 
harassed by white police and that the community also faced other problems. “Kids 
were chased out of school and didn’t get their reports due to not paying school fees”. 
“We cook with wooden fire and light with the candle. We try to address the problem 
of no electricity but the councillors don’t respond” said a Zwelisha resident who 
didn’t want to be named.  
 
Operation Vulamanzi proceeded on a mass level. According to reports, Operation 
Vulamanzi “reconnected water to all residents who had been cut off for not paying 



their bills”.31  Other tactics were also used. In August 2001, residents of 
KaNyamazane disconnected the water of the homes of five councillors, Jimmy 
Mohlala, Fatima Mabuza, Elliot Matsebula, Bonus Ndimande and Martha Mokoena. 
The PAC organized the march “after the council ignored a seven-day deadline to 
respond to residents' demands.”32 The African Eye News Service described this non-
violent direct action as an “attack” on the homes of councillors. Although nobody was 
arrested, there was intimidation. Residents said that they received warnings “to stay 
away from PAC”.33 
 
The overall movement’s demands at this stage were very clear – that the contract be 
scrapped and water be taken back into public control, and that a flat rate of R30 for all 
services be introduced. Residents told local journalists that they “also want the 
number of councillors to be reduced, saying they cost too much.” 34 Residents 
interviewed elaborated on the R30 flat rate: 
 

“We made the campaign after mouth to mouth meetings and using 
posters, because people are unemployed,” said Thandi Shabangu from 
KaNyamazane.35 
 

In October 2001, the PAC began pursuing alliances with traditional leaders, after 
noticing that there were also water problems in the peri-urban communities of 
Msogwaba and Daantjie. Traditional leaders there had reported that some people in 
these communities were waterless for about eight months during the period where 
GNUC installed water meters in the area. Harold Moeng of GNUC described this as a 
time when “over 4000 broken water meters were replaced and 7240 new meters 
installed” in KaNyamazane, which resulted in the township becoming 100% 
metered.36  
 
However, residents describe it differently and say that they were told to disconnect 
themselves from the meters that the apartheid government had installed and they 
would be reconnected with a GNUC meter. They would have to pay a connection fee 
to reconnect to the GNUC meter. An angry resident said “should they come at my 
home to put their meters, I will give them a hiding.”37 
 
The traditional leaders then organised a meeting in Msogwaba to discuss water 
privatisation problems. At this meeting it was reported that ANC councillors were 
angered at the presence of the PAC. ANC councillors lashed out at the chiefs too. 
“Even some of the chiefs have houses in town where they service their accounts on a 
regular basis but they don't want people to get a better life in our areas,” said a local 
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councillor.38 However, the PAC told the ANC that they intended to intensify 
Operation Vulamanzi. 
 
By November, the Cosatu local had joined the PAC in the Dismantle Biwater 
Coalition. But the nervousness around this move on a national level was clear. While 
Samwu members in Nelspruit and the Cosatu Local were working with the PAC in the 
Dismantle Biwater Defiance Campaign, Samwu nationally said it was working with 
the SACP and SANCO on “protest action of their own to nullify the agreement”. 39 
This protest action never materialised in any way. 
 
During this period, despite the record of two years of failed negotiations with the 
ANC government, Samwu and Cosatu were still involved in various convoluted 
negotiations with the government, and the benefits of these were not always clear. 
Bell reported that: 
 

“the government was able to buy peace over the privatisation of water and 
waste services in Nelspruit and on the Dolphin Coast by apologising, at 
ministerial level, for ignoring the provisions of the Water Services Act and 
agreed procedures for consultation. The unions were assured that this would 
not happen again. But …without informing the unions, the department of 
water affairs commissioned consultants to prepare a report on how to ‘remove 
stumbling blocks’ to the implementation of water services involving the 
private sector. ‘The first we knew of it was when someone sent us a copy of 
the consultants' report,’ said Roger Ronnie, the SA Municipal Workers' Union 
general secretary40.  

 
During this time, water bills in Mbombela increased to amounts of up to R500 a 
month, in contrast to the pre 1994 flat rate for services of R14 and the post 94 flat rate 
of R88. 
 
By December 2001, a new tariff of charging for water by the kilolitre had replaced the 
flat rate for all services. The privatisation was officially in crisis and GNUC took 
measures to stop it from ‘collapse’.41 The Mbombela municipality decided to 
“temporarily halt its water disconnection policy…freeze the R20 million of arrears 
accumulated in the past two years.” 42 Operation Vulamanzi forced GNUC to suspend 
disconnections in December 2001, although these were restarted in January 2002 once 
the free six kilolitres of water per day was introduced. 
 
The pitfalls of privatization became clear with a statement from GNUC: 
 

GNUC suspended the R100 million investment in capital projects, with 
Biwater’s senior manager Harold Moeng stating openly: “What is the point of 
pumping money in while we are not sure of cost recovery? These projects can 
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resume when payment for service picks up.” 43 
 
Samwu had by this time re-invented its role in Mbombela as that of monitor and 
contractual watchdog yet despite this clearly uncontractual statement, did not discuss 
or initiate any legal action against GNUC. 
 
2002 
 
In January 2002, a delegation of British unionists who worked in private water 
companies in England from the union UNISON, along with an official of the British 
anti-poverty organisation War on Want, visited Mbombela with a group from Samwu. 
However, they did not seek to meet community activists. Instead it was a kind of tour 
to prove to British unionists that privatisation was really not workable in South 
Africa. Clinics were found to be cut off from water, and members of the Matsulu 
township were found collecting water in plastic drums at the only two communal taps 
in the area, situated outside the water treatment plant. The delegation proved to be 
good for media purposes but did not seem to have any long term impact on the level 
of suffering that waterless Mbombela residents were enduring.   
 
By July 2002, 5000 Mbombela homes had received letters of demand for unpaid 
water bills. This was effectively a mass boycott of the much higher prices Biwater 
was charging for water. Those who had been disconnected were told by Moeng that 
they would have to pay a reconnection fee on top of paying their outstanding bills.44 
Moeng admitted the effectiveness of the community boycott, stating that “The rate of 
payment in KaNyamazane is currently only 30% and that in Matsulu even lower at 
15%.”45  
 
GNUC then decided to take legal action against residents to recover the R90 million it 
claimed it was owed. GNUC chose the legal firm of Du Toit Smuts and Mathews 
Phosa to do this. Phosa, former activist and Premier, who was born in a township of 
Nelspruit and who led rent boycotts in the Eastern Transvaal under apartheid, was 
quoted as saying “We are going to collect every cent owing and we are going to do it 
as soon as  
possible.” 46 
 
The community came out strongly against this betrayal by a former comrade. 
Residents had harsh words for Matthews Phosa. “He is brutalizing the Africans and 
deserves death,” said one resident who gave his name but did not want it to be 
published. “It doesn’t surprise us. He is just like any ANC guy – he is after money,” 
said a Zwelitsha resident who did not want to be named. The most common response 
was “he used to live with us. He knows how we suffer but now he is evicting people”. 
“He must be sick”, “He knows we are unemployed and can’t pay for services”, “he 
started the community of Thekwane for poor, yet now he is evicting us”, “we feel 
threatened because he gave us houses and now he is taking them away” were other 
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common responses.47 
 
It was at some point in 2002 that the Dismantle Biwater Coalition was itself 
dismantled. At the same time, changes occurred in the way the PAC participated in 
the struggle. According to Nkuna: 

“The PAC saw the struggle as an opportunity to increase its membership. 
Then, the struggle became not about the community resisting the privatization 
of water, but about the PAC fighting the privatization of water on the behalf of 
the community. We then as the community including the PAC had a general 
meeting. At that meeting we all agreed that the community needed to represent 
itself.  

As the result of that meeting, we established the Mbombela Anti-Privatisation 
Forum APF (MAPF). The APF make-up was very inclusive from its inception. 
It was made up of PAC members, people from taxi associations, church 
people, and just ordinary community members. The MAPF demands were not 
that many from the start. We demanded a flat rate of R30 per month for water 
services. We demanded that water disconnection be discontinued. We have 
always made it clear that we are not opposed to paying for services, but we 
refuse to pay exploitative tariffs. We also demanded that infrastructure be put 
in place so that water services in informal settlements could be provided.”48 

 
Looking back on the activities of the Dismantle Biwater Coalition, Jacob Phala, 
Chairperson of SAMWU’s Lowveld Branch, said in an interview: 
 

I guess one of the reasons we have not been able to stop the privatization of 
water completely in Mbombela was our alliance with Cosatu. Joining forces 
with Cosatu crippled us. I mean Cosatu is an ANC ally, so their position is 
very compromised. As a result, Cosatuwas more interested in harmonizing our 
struggle. At the end of the day there were different voices saying different 
things. That caused a lot of confusion, and led to the ‘Dismantle Biwater 
Coalition’ that Cosatu and Samwu were leading to fail. The coalition was 
compromised to the point of being ineffective. So we had to demolish the 
‘Dismantle Biwater Coalition’. 49 
 

The MAPF engaged mainly in direct action for the rest of the year, which was 
reported widely in the local media. Of this period, Nkuna said that: 
 

“The council refused to yield. We staged demonstrations. We had meetings to 
decide on tactics. When water was disconnected at a particular house, we 
reconnected it. We had about six comrades who specialized in this. They got 
arrested one time, but fortunately, their cases were dismissed for lack of 
sufficient evidence.  

 
They did not even spend time in jail – they got free bails. We did not use 
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lawyers or any sort of law experts. We represented ourselves. Not to say that 
we are averse to using lawyers; not at all. If a need had arisen for us to seek 
advice from lawyers we would have done so. I think lawyers should also be 
used in the fight to basic services.”  50 

 
  
 
2003 
 
Residents of Mbombela’s townships continued to boycott water payments. Various 
publications have concluded that in 2003, about 120 thousand residents were actively 
participating in the boycott. The boycott led to harsh measures by Biwater to get 
people to pay and it is clear that the community groups were prepared to meet these 
measures with an intensification of their struggle. 
 
Managing Director of GNUC and Biwater Country Director Brian Sims said that 
“Biwater is at a ‘crossroad’ in its operations in South Africa...can no longer afford to 
implement its full obligations under the water concession, and the company has 
suspended all capital expenditure programs. Sims blamed the problems on the ‘culture 
of non-payment’ in the township, fueled by trade unions and their allies like the Pan 
Africanist Congress. ‘There is only one solution: we have to get people to pay,’ Sims 
said.51 Henry Nkuna of the PAC was quoted in the same article on cost recovery 
measures: “We will resist it with every possible means we have. If they continue on 
this path, we will start with meetings and rallies and rolling mass action.” 52 
 
During this period, other organizations started to research the Mbombela privatization 
but mainly from the point of view of trying to discover why people were refusing to 
pay. Some researchers concluded that “township residents” were a group who did not 
understand their responsibilities, or who did not know how to read a bill in order to 
pay it.  
 
Failure to pay the high water bills became described as a “lack of service user 
understanding”. The conclusions by mainstream research organizations ignored what 
was clear and widely reported at the time in Mbombela: that there was an organized 
boycott of water payments by different social movements and peoples’ committees.  
 
For example, a research report released by the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) in 
2003 put forward that Mbombela township residents “enjoyed the newfound dignity 
of accessing services and receiving bills, but without sufficient understanding of how 
the service delivery process works, such as what their rights and responsibilities as 
service users are”. 53 The report also made mention that Biwater’s ‘assumption’ that 
‘service user understanding was ingrained within the township communities’ had 
unforeseen ‘consequences’ for them. “Perhaps the lesson learnt from this hurdle is 
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that when communities have been structurally excluded for decades from access to 
quality services, it may take more than a generation to ingrain the social attitudes of 
acting responsibly and being aware of one’s consumer and citizen rights,” the report 
stated. 54 
 
The CPS report disregarded the high levels of poverty among black residents in 
Mbombela’s townships, which made it impossible for residents to pay any kind of 
amount for water above the flat rate of R30 which they had decided was affordable for 
them. The report also reflected the kind of elitist thinking that newly liberated black 
citizens in the post-apartheid era had to pay for their liberation by becoming 
consumers or purchasers of basic services. However, the report did conclude that the 
township residents of Mbombela had “the ability to bring the concession to a close 
should they decide to mobilise a boycott.” 55 Although this ignored the fact that a 
boycott was already in place and being widely reported on, it conceded that peoples’ 
power was very effective in undermining neo-liberal projects on a local level. 
 
In April 2003, journalists at the African Eye News Service received leaked letters 
from  Managing Director of the GNUC, Brian Sims, confirming the impact of the 
boycott. Sims was quoted as writing that “the boycott had effectively crippled the 
initiative… payment levels are as low as 10% in some townships …the losses are so 
great the consortium's foreign shareholders will pull out of the deal unless the 
Mbombela Council, agrees to an immediate R72 million rescue package over the next 
seven years.” 56 Sims also proposed that GNUC demand “a higher than planned 10% 
rates increase in Nelspruit's former white suburbs (and) an increase of R700 000 per 
year to deliver a minimum of 6000 litres per household a month free-of-charge.” 57 
The leaked letters also revealed GNUC’s plans to smash the boycott: “This will 
include the seizure and auctioning of homes belonging to prominent residents 
involved in the boycott.” 58 
 
The MAPF responded by alleging that, with bills of R500 per month, residents were 
being ‘overcharged’ and that ‘meters installed in formal townships were 
incomprehensible’. The MAPF said that it would endeavour to extend the boycott to 
as many of Mbombela’s 400 thousand residents as possible. 59 
 
By May 2003, GNUC’s Senior manager Harold Moeng and Mbombela’s deputy 
municipal manager Roelf Kotze had put Sims’ earlier threat into practice. 14 families 
were threatened with having their homes auctioned off for unpaid water bills. Two of 
the threatened 14 families lost their homes in May 2003. In July 2003 another 5 
homes were put up for auction. More leaked documents were publicized by the 
African Eye News Service, showing again the effectiveness of the boycott. The leaks 
at this time showed that the boycott was costing GNUC R13 million per year and that 
the company had “pleaded with Mbombela for a R109 million bale out (sic) to 
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prevent the deal from crumbling.”60 
 
There is clear evidence that auctioning off houses did not prevent the communities 
from intensifying the boycott. By September 2003, the MAPF was taking up the 
campaign against water privatization in every avenue it could find. For example, PAC 
organiser for Enhalnzeni region, Bernard Mashego asked pastors to organize prayer 
meetings to pray for cheap water – a similar tactic to the Soweto Electricity Crisis 
Committee’s early tactics of asking churches for slots to speak at Sunday sermons – 
as SECC activist Dudu Mphenyeke told the author in 2000, “to preach the gospel of 
anti-privatisation.” “We’ve tried negotiating with them for a flat rate but failed. So 
now we’re pinning our hopes on God to help turn our steel-hearted councillors into 
human beings,” said Mashego.61   
 
The African Eye News Service, a small Mbombela based news agency, had covered 
the debate around the water privatization since 1997, and had covered the struggle of 
the MAPF. Since they were the source from which other major national and 
international newspapers often took their information, their coverage was seen as 
crucial by both the union and the social movements.  
 
Sizwe Samayende, a journalist at the agency who had written many stories about the 
water issue, said: 

“Well, I covered the anti-privatisation struggle from the beginning. And as far 
as I know all the parties were happy with my reporting; no one ever 
complained to me nor to my editor. I would say the nature of reporting was 
and is still objective, very accurate, and balanced. I made sure I spoke to all 
the parties concerned; I did my own research, and as a journalist I wrote my 
reports only from facts. As a journalist I do not like to have a personal opinion. 
I just like to let the facts speak for themselves. However, as citizen I think the 
anti-privatisation struggle was a just cause, and that it was a struggle worth to 
be involved in. I don’t think [the privatization] has worked out at all. I mean 
people are complaining that they can not afford to pay for water services 
anymore. So the community in itself has not benefited from the privatization 
of water at all; I think.”62 
 

This point of view was contested by community movements, especially since the 
African Eye News Service had been quick to label non-violent direct action by the 
MAPF as ‘violence’ (in the case of the direct action where councillors’ water was 
disconnected). Henry Nkuna of the MAPF said:  
 

“As far as the coverage of the struggle in the media I was not entirely happy. It 
seems like journalists were only concerned about Biwater’s point of view. Our 
grievances were taken lightly, and as far as investigating Biwater, none took 
place. At least as far as one could read in the media.”63 
 

                                                 
60 More houses to be auctioned as residents boycott services, Sizwe Samayende, African Eye News 
Service, 14 July 2003 
61 Quoted by Samayende of African Eye News Service in ‘Church leaders ask to pray for cheaper 
rates’, 9 September 2003 
62 Sizwe Samayende, African Eye News Service journalist, interview, January 2005 
63 Henry Nkuna, MAPF Spokesperson, interview January 2005 



 
 
2004 
 
In January 2004, Mbombela township residents experienced a devastating cholera 
outbreak. GNUC was later found by an independent investigation to be entirely 
responsible for the outbreak. (The company failed to adequately maintain a crucial 
water purifying component in the water plant. The component malfunctioned and 
failed to purify the water, allowing the eColi bacteria to infect the water supply for 
about five days.) 
 
Although both GNUC and the municipality were aware from the first day that eColi 
bacteria were present in the water, they withheld this information from the community 
for five days. On the second day of drinking infected water, “34 patients (18 children 
and 16 adults) visited the Matsulu Clinic complaining of stomach aches, vomiting and 
diarrhea”.64 The cholera outbreak claimed 15 lives in Matsulu township. Hundreds of 
poor, black township residents were hospitalized. The mainly white residents in 
Mbombela town centre were not affected. The worst hit township was Matsulu. A 
new community movement made up of the victims and their families, the Matsulu 
Water Crisis Committee (MWCC), was born. 
 
Naomi Banda, Matsulu resident and mother of Naledi Mogakane Banda, one of the 
first babies to die of cholera, described the formation of the MWCC: 

When my baby died he was almost one year old. He died two days before his 
first birthday. That was really painful for me. I am still hurting. The doctor 
wrote on the death certificate of my child that he died of gastro-enteritis. He 
was sick for only three days and he died. He was vomiting, had watery 
diarrohea, was feverish, and appeared to be in pain. The doctor said the 
problem was with the water we were drinking at Matsulu at the time. I had 
stomach pains at the time as well. My stomach was upset all the time and had 
to go to the toilet often.  

After other babies started dying, the members of the community called a 
general meeting. At the meeting it was revealed that all the deaths were caused 
by lack of water sanitation and insufficient water supply. We then concluded 
that Biwater, as the service provider, was negligent in its execution of its job. 
At that meeting we formed the Matsulu Water Crisis Committee. I still have 
not recovered from that loss. I guess the main thing that is making it hard for 
me to deal with the death of my child is how he died. Dying of cholera – a 
curable disease, and the disease that could have been prevented if certain 
measures were taken.”65 

 
Malitsotsi Matsusu was also a member of the Matsulu Water Crisis Committee. The 
MWCC aimed for the contract with Biwater to be cancelled and for families of 
victims to be compensated. Matsusu said that “Biwater must pay because he did this 
intentionally and still the water is not clean”. She was part of the earlier payments 
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boycott and felt that the boycott had been the most effective way to oppose GNUC.  
 
Banda said that one of the reasons the boycott was started was because township 
households had many members and few sources of income – she spoke of her 
household of 10 people who survive solely on the pensions of their two parents. 
 
Both families borrowed the money to bury their children and they said they were 
“waging a struggle against Biwater to be reimbursed”. However, the existence of the 
MWCC was later used by GNUC to delay any resolution to the problem. The Maseko 
family, who had also lost a child, said they were told by GNUC that “they cannot 
complain as individuals but must channel their complaint through the Matsulu Water 
Crisis Committee.”66 “No one helped with the burials, and no one has given us 
answers on why this was allowed to happen. It looks like they simply don’t care, 
maybe because we’re black or rural. We were supposed to meet with the mayor but 
we were told that he was too busy,” said Martha Moyane, 21, whose 14-month-old 
baby boy, Lindokuhle Jozini, died of cholera. 67 
 
Giving impetus to the MWCC was the fact that the ANC mayor, Isaiah Khoza had 
refused to meet residents to discuss the baby deaths, and later said he would only talk 
on the subject at ANC branch meetings.  
 

“Residents claimed Khoza told them he was too busy campaigning for the 
ANC to attend a ward meeting…and would instead send a more junior 
politician (who) failed to arrive at the meeting or send an apology, prompting 
infuriated families to threaten a multi-million rand civil damages claim against 
the municipality.” 68 

 
For some months, GNUC and various high ranking people from the municipality 
denied that cholera had broken out. The MWCC started “mobilizing to get the private 
investigators report into the alleged cholera deaths from council. The committee also 
intended to take legal action against Biwater and possibly the Council after they 
receive the report,” said MWCC leader Lawrence Mooi. The MWCC did not only 
function to seek justice for the victims of GNUC’s cholera outbreak. MWCC 
members had been previously involved in Operation Vulamanzi. “I think the situation 
forces people to do Operation Vulamanzi.” The MWCC also addressed issues of 
evictions, electricity cut offs and high cost of school fees. Mooi said the main tactic of 
the MWCC was the boycott of water payments. 
 
The MWCC was also concerned with securing a long term supply of clean water. The 
community told researchers that they had experienced brackish water before and after 
the cholera deaths. Before the deaths, residents thought that the brackishness was due 
to Biwater’s practice of switching the main water supply off for long periods during 
the day. After the deaths, they knew this was not the case.  
 

“They said they live in fear of drinking this unclean water because they are 
afraid of dying. Dikeledi Maseko of Matsulu (mother of another child killed 
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by cholera) boils all water before her family drinks it, and says that the 
community was instructed to do this after the deaths.” 69 

 
The MWCC and the union were thrown together for a while in their search for a 
response to the latest injustice meted out to Mbombela’s township residents. A 
meeting was held between Samwu’s local and provincial leadership and the MWCC 
in April 2004. The MWCC requested “assistance and channels to be explored to 
challenge Biwater”70. In May 2004 when the MWCC was interviewed, Mooi said that 
Samwu and the MWCC were preparing a joint legal case against Biwater. 
 
Mooi said that the MWCC had been “organizing the victims and trying to help them 
get legal advice”. The MWCC had also pressured GNUC to cover the burial costs, to 
meet to the community, and had pressured the council to hire private investigators, to 
whom they had given testimony. Maseko talked about her participation in the 
MWCC: 
 

“Since my child died, I have been attending meetings by Matsulu Water Crisis 
Committee, and now the water is clean somehow although we only get it in the 
mornings. Biwater is the main cause for my baby to die. Biwater told my 
husband not to complain, that only the Matsulu community can complain. 
They must give us some compensation for our losses.”71 
 

Mieker Banda, sister of Naomi Banda, also had a baby who suffered from diarrohea 
during the outbreak, but survived. She told researchers that the Biwater privatisation 
had forced her into the extreme position of trying to feed her baby expensive bottled 
water only: 

“At times the water we get from the tap tastes awful and has a reddish colour. 
And from time to time they announce on the radio that we must boil water 
before we drink it. So how can I stop worrying? When I have money I buy my 
baby bottled water. However, sometimes I cannot afford to buy water, so I’m 
forced to have my baby drink the water from the tap.” 72 

 
The municipality, GNUC and various provincial government departments displayed a 
callous disregard for the plight of the people of Matsulu. It is worth reproducing 
interviews with department officials here because they reveal the extent of this 
disregard and give a good indication of the kind of opposition the MWCC faced in its 
quest for the truth about the outbreak. (The interviews also contain a number of 
untruths about workers being on strike, and the culpability of ‘migrant workers’ for 
the cholera outbreak). 
 
Careen Swart, Deputy Director of Environmental Health in the Provincial Health 
Department was interviewed in January 2005: 
 

“Well, while some of the council’s workers were on strike there was no one to 
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add chlorine in the water plants as early warning systems demanded during the 
heavy rainfalls. So if it were not for the strike the cholera outbreak would not 
have been so wide spread perhaps. And also the residents from Mbombela did 
not want to pay, but they wanted water services to be provided to them 
nonetheless. They blamed Biwater for everything that was not working in 
Mbombela.    

 
There are a few factors that contributed to the cholera outbreak in Mbombela. 
When the heavy rainfalls came last year, Biwater workers were on strike. So, 
that meant some of that dirty water with solids went into the Water Treatment 
Works and received no proper filtration.  

 
Even the early warning systems demanded that more chlorine be added into 
the water, but there was no one to administer it as the workers were on strike. 
That resulted into people having stomach problems and in some cases 
diarrhoea. People who did not go to the hospital soon enough got dehydrated – 
this was especially so among children. Some even died.  

 
Also, in 2003, Mozambique had a huge cholera outbreak – some 11 000 cases. 
An interaction between migrant workers from Mozambique and people from 
this province took place, as a result the cholera spread. The viruses that cause 
gastro enteritis spread through close contact.  

 
When migrant workers come to South Africa, their first stop is Ndandela, 
close to the border. And, as it so happens, Ndandela was the first place in this 
entire province where we first found cases of cholera. As the migrant workers 
further moved into the province, the disease spread also.  

 
What exacerbated the outbreak was the lack of water supply and poor water 
sanitation. A lot of informal settlements have no water supply, let alone water 
sanitation. People defecate in the bush and on the hill tops, and so when the 
rain comes, all that gets washed to the dams and streams which they use as 
their primary source of drinking water.  

 
In the middle of the outbreak the Kabokweni Sewerage Storage collapsed. The 
reason given was that the storage was too small; but now it has been upgraded. 
What I am trying to say here is that a lot of complicated factors contributed in 
the cholera outbreak.  

 
There is also a problem of some communities pirating water from the water 
plants. The council, on the other hand, is hesitant about putting water supply 
infrastructure in the informal settlements. They do not want to come across as 
if they advocate informal settlements.” 73 
 

Thapelo Machaba from the Department of Water Quality Management and Forestry 
said that the cause of the cholera outbreak was: 
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“not the lack of water sanitation, but was caused by migrant workers from 
Mozambique and Swaziland. I also recognize the fact that we have poor water 
sanitation in this province. But that can be explained due to the fact that we 
don’t have infrastructure.  

That is why the government privatized water services in the first place. The 
government needed a private company with resources to efficiently deliver 
water services to the communities. And that is happening. That process might 
be moving at a slow pace but it is happening nonetheless. Biwater is operating 
under constraints – the Komati and Crocodile River are water stressed. Hence 
the people from Matsulu, the area which relies on these two rivers for its water 
supply, do not have sufficient water supply. So, as far as I am concerned, 
Biwater is doing its best.”74

 

The MWCC finally succeeded, almost one year after the cholera outbreak, in 
pressuring the Mbombela municipality into commissioning an independent 
investigation into the cholera outbreak. The results of this totally contradicted all 
previous statements by GNUC and the provincial department officials, and gave 
further impetus to the MWCC’s campaign for compensation and justice. The 
investigation concluded that: 

1. The Greater Nelspruit Utility Council (GNUC) should have foreseen that 
the flocculation equipment might not be able to cope with the high 
turbidity in the raw water and adjust it accordingly.  

2. The main pump for chemicals was out of order for 3 – 4 days during the 
cholera outbreak in Matsulu.  

3. Operators failed to report the incident in time.  

4. Although GNUC acted diligently by adding chlorine pills to the reservoirs 
immediately when they were aware of the situation, but the fact remains 
that the operators do not meet the qualification standard recommended by 
the Department of Water Quality Management and Forestry; hence putting 
the lives of the residents at high risk.  

5. Although GNUC ascertained illegal connections, but almost all the victims 
drank water from legally connected taps.75 

 
However, the year ended with the joint Samwu-MWCC legal action failing to 
materialise. Samwu’s Jacob Phala said that:  
 

“Well, Samwu never planned to take legal action against Biwater. The Crisis 
Committee approached us saying they were planning to take the legal route 
and asked for our advice and support. As Samwu we promised to give 
solidarity, advice, and legal information where we possible. But since then we 
have not heard anything from the Crisis Committee. It has not gotten back to 
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us ever since.” 76 
 

Naomi Banda, one of the mothers whose baby died of cholera, said in January 2004: 

“The plan was to sue Biwater, but it has been a year now and we are still 
waiting. Biwater has so far refused to take any responsibilities for the deaths, 
and the cholera outbreak. Last time I heard something about the civil case 
from the Crisis Committee, they told us they were letting the ANC deal with 
Biwater and the case.” 77 

The convoluted involvement of the local ANC in the Matsulu cholera crisis and the 
crisis committee’s planned legal action against GNUC was difficult to clarify. In an 
interview in January 2005 with Pat Nkosi, Mbombela ANC Secretary, Nkosi said that: 

“Because of my ANC membership I declined to participate in the Crisis 
Committee. There would have been a conflict of interests; because the private 
company, Biwater, was appointed by the ANC and the Nelspruit council is 
ANC; and so there would have been a contradiction in my part if I had joined 
the Crisis Committee.  

What I did, though, was to help wherever I could in my personal capacity. 
When the Crisis Committee was formed after the cholera outbreak I supported 
it as a community member and I thought it was a correct way to intervene. In 
my own personal capacity I brought in the media, to help publicise the 
struggle.  

As the ANC in Mbombela we did not intervene in any way. We did not even 
discuss the issue. We thought it was best left to the national committee. More 
importantly, we thought it wise to wait for the investigation that the Mbombela 
council was conducting. Be that as it may, our understanding is that the 
cholera outbreak was caused by heavy rainfalls in the Matsulu area. Further, 
not sufficient chlorine was added into the water.  

Water supply has definitely not improved. We still do not get water 24 hours a 
day. We receive water between 4am to 10am and between 4pm to 10pm. In 
between there is no water coming out of the taps. And that is a huge problem. 
I’m told in the white suburbs this is not the case. In some areas Biwater has 
managed to build infrastructure but people still have no water simply because 
they can not afford to pay water bills.  

So, we as the ANC members who are outside the government are trying to 
engage the government to reconsider. At the same time we do understand that 
the government is operating under serious financial constraints.” 

The interview suggests that the local ANC had no intention of pursuing a legal case 
against GNUC with regards to the cholera outbreak, as MWCC members were led to 
believe. 
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Biwater goes to Ghana 
 

“Biwater was one of the pre-qualified companies at the 1st stage bidding. They 
later withdrew from the bidding citing commercial reasons. But however they 
never made public the specific reasons. They are the same company who 
wrote to the G8 denouncing management contracts.”  
– Adam Al Hassan, Ghana Coalition Against Privatisation, 2005 interview 
 

In 1998, the government of Ghana decided to ‘lease out’ the Ghana Water Company, 
which was in charge of providing water for the country. Biwater, along with the 
French water multinationals, put in bids for the 25 year management contract. The 
move to fully privatize water came after two decades of Structural Adjustment 
Programme loans (SAPs) which had, according to local activists, impoverished Ghana 
and led to the water service becoming run down. The government’s request to receive 
a further loan of $110 million under the World Bank's Country Assistance Strategy 
programme met with the response that funding would only be available if water was 
privatized. Before disbursing the loan the Bank forced the government of Ghana to 
implement seven “prior actions,” including a requirement to “increase electricity and 
water tariffs by 96 percent and 95 percent, respectively, to cover operating costs.”78 
 
Initially the management contract was awarded to a consortium including Enron, the 
now bankrupt private electricity company. However, after a “public outcry over 
alleged bribes that influenced the bidding process”79, the government withdrew the 
award and started the bidding process over again. 
 
According to Savannah Blackwell, even though Ghana’s water service was run down, 
the service was delivered based on a practice of “making wealthy and industrial 
customers subsidize the cost of providing water to poor communities”. 80 The IMF 
also insisted that water had to be sold at “full market rates” in the run up to 
privatisation. Blackwell wrote that this led to increased cases of guinea worm and 
cholera in Accra, the capital city and that “nearly half of the recorded visits to health 
facilities in 2000 were related to malaria….the number of people infected by guinea 
worm is rising to the point where entire communities face economic devastation.”81 
 
It was against this background that a local NGO, the Integrated Social Development 
Centre (ISODEC), decided to launch a Coalition Against Privatisation of Water 
(CAP) in August 2001. According to CAP, the organization brought together trade 
unions, gender rights groups, students, residents and community associations, 
religious bodies and service delivery / advocacy non-governmental organizations.82 
The CAP aimed to mobilize “a mass civil society campaign of public debate, 
education and mobilization to stop the transfer of water supply to foreign 
multinational monopoly control”. CAP also aimed to enforce the “inclusion of a 
public sector option in water supply” and get full public disclosure of all documents 
related to the privatization process. 
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Like Samwu, the CAP included in its aims: “access to water for all Ghanaians, backed 
by a statutory right to water by 2008” although SAMWU’s demand had been 
considerably more radical, with the union calling since 1996 for 50 litres of water per 
person per day free of charge with immediate effect. 
 
The campaign in Ghana attracted some international attention. The Washington based 
Globalization Challenge Initiative sent a letter to the World Bank President and 
CEO’s of the private water companies, which was reproduced in key Ghanaian and 
French newspapers. Globalisation Challenge Initiative was at the time engaged in a 
campaign to make water-privatisation conditionality illegal. It is not clear how 
effective the letter was because four years later, Ghana’s water was still up for 
privatization. 
 
The CAP focused on building public awareness about why privatization of Ghana’s 
water would not work for the citizens of the country. In August 2002, the report of an 
international fact finding mission was launched in two cities in Ghana.83 The mission 
was a civil society initiative. CAP says “their report made an impact on the 
privatisation process. It helped in informing us what was in store for us by analyzing 
the statements from the World Bank and government. It also had a dent on the image 
of the privatisation which led to the withdrawal of United Waters from the bidding. It 
was part of the tools that stalled the lease option for the privatisation.”84 
 
The fact finding mission report came to the following conclusions (among others): 

• Increased cost recovery will reduce access by low-income consumers;  
• The separation of water and sanitation services reduces opportunities to 

address public health problems;  
• There is no plan for ensuring access to low-income consumers;  
• There are no performance targets related to poverty or public health indicator. 

85 
 
The report was seen by CAP as a major step forward in its campaign strategies to 
“combine expert reports, international solidarity and community education to 
influence the policy and scare the politicians.” 86 
 
The CAP avoided the direct action tactics employed by the community groups in 
Mbombela, although according to activist Al Hassan, the “urban working class of the 
ghettoes in the big cities” are active in CAP.87 There have been no mass marches yet, 
and Al Hassan says that CAP has preferred to use awareness tactics like “teach ins 
and community forums, press conferences, radio and TV discussions and debates”.  
 
Al Hassan says “We did not hit the streets. We have not engaged in boycotts yet, 
though we might implement one soon. What are demanding is cross subsidization 
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especially for the aged and very poor. We have not adopted a legal strategy yet.” 88 
However, Al Hassan alludes to more direct tactics that have been taken by 
communities themselves in cases where their water is disconnected: “there have been 
several water-cuts and community marches to parliament, sabotage and reconnections 
which are some times very difficult to detect by the water company.” 89 
 
Presently, it is not clear if the CAP still has any chance of preventing the privatization. 
Earlier in 2005, the Ghanaian media reported ‘rumours’ that Biwater had withdrawn 
from the bidding. Biwater had written earlier to the G8 asking that management 
contracts not be allowed as they were an unreliable form of privatization. Biwater had 
cited the cancellation of its ten year management contract to supply water to the 
capital city of Tanzania, Dar Es Salaam, as proof. Biwater had been awarded the 
contract in 2003, upon the condition of Tanzania receiving debt relief from the World 
Bank. The contract was cancelled because Biwater invested less than half of what it 
promised in the first two years.90 
 
The CAP claimed Biwater’s alleged withdrawal as an indicator that privatization 
attempts in the country were doomed to fail. Al Hassan was quoted in the media as 
predicting that other bidders would also pull out, and claimed that “we are left with 
two key international players and we would make sure that we campaign to pull them 
out because their track records are not good at all.” 91 However the government said 
that eight other companies were still interested. And in August 2005, it was reported 
that over 1000 workers of the Ghana Water Company Limited received retrenchment 
letters and that the service would soon be handed over. 92 
 
In October 2005, newspapers reported that Biwater was awarded a contract by the 
Ghana government, half funded by the Dutch government. The three year contract, 
worth 44.9 million euros was for Biwater to expand the Tamale Water Supply System. 
The contract was for Biwater to “improve the level of water coverage in Tamale”, the 
very same kind of work that the company had already failed to perform properly in 
Mbombela. 
 

“Biwater's involvement in the water expansion project in Tamale raises 
questions whether the privatization of water in urban Ghana had taken off in 
earnest in Tamale. Equally intriguing is the fact that the company recently 
announced its withdrawal from water deal. In April this year, anti-poverty 
campaigners claimed victory as UK Biwater Plc announced it had withdrawn 
from the bidding process for a controversial water privatization scheme in 
Ghana.”93 
 

Biwater seems to have a foothold in Ghana which it is seeking to expand. In terms of 
planning for effective international solidarity, it would benefit the CAP to link with 
the MAPF. A visit by Adam Al Hassan of CAP to South Africa in July 2005, 
facilitated by the South African based Coalition against Water Privatisation (CAWP), 
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could have provided this opportunity. 
 
Al-Hassan came to South Africa to drum up opposition to Rand Water, which had put 
in a bid for the Ghana privatization contract along with a Dutch multinational 
company. 
The CAWP, who hosted Al Hassan, aims to “bring together a range of social 
movements, community organisations, progressive NGOs as well as individual 
activists and sympathisers to struggle against the immediate and longer-term effects of 
water privatisation (in all its forms).” 
 
According to CAWP Acting Chairperson Dale McKinley: 

“The CAWP has attempted to link various struggles together in South Africa, 
mainly through the provision of information, legal assistance, practical support 
for campaigns/direct action and through the auspices of the Social Movements 
Indaba. At present there are no organisations outside of the major cities that 
are formally part of the CAWP. Benefits of joining CAWP for such 
organisations would mainly be access to research/information, contacts with 
other social movements and community organisations (both domestic and 
international), assistance in accessing resources and the creation of links of 
solidarity. 94 
 

The MAPF however, has never been invited to the meetings of the Social Movements 
Indaba and is not connected to the CAWP. This is not to say that Al Hassan’s visit to 
South Africa was a failure, but points to a missed opportunity for furthering practical 
grassroots international solidarity between movements. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The MAPF, its predecessors and various associated political community protest 
groups (referred to in the conclusion as ‘Mbombela community based resistance 
organisations’) structured themselves as a direct action orientated, flat network of 
resistance groups. All 40 of the residents interviewed said they had been part of direct 
actions against GNUC and that they had never thought about seeking legal help 
instead with regard for their water problems.  
 
The Mbombela community based resistance organisations had no links to other South 
African social movements, despite the fact that they constituted an Mbombela social 
movement in as much as a similar network of organizations in the Durban area 
constituted themselves as the Concerned Citizens Forum social movement. 

Despite other social movements using the same strategies as the Mbombela 
community based resistance organizations (Operations Khanyisa and Vulamanzi, flat 
rate for services, an end to disconnections and evictions among others), other social 
movements did not seriously pursue links with the Mbombela community based 
resistance organisations. According to Dale McKinley, a resource person in the 
Gauteng APF:  
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“We tried to make contact with the comrades there. You see, the APF gets a 
lot of calls from all over the country to intervene, but because of resources we 
are unable to intervene all the time. As it is we have about 20 affiliates across 
the country. As a strategy, the APF does what it can to send out comrades to 
different parts of the country where there is a struggle going on to show 
solidarity and asses the situation. That was why the APF was involved in the 
formation of the Social Movements Indaba.” – interview, December 2004 
 

Henry Nkuna of the MAPF said: 
 

“We are not in any way connected to the Trevor Ngwane APF. They have 
tried to make contact with us, though, but nothing serious has come of it.”  
 

A limitation of organizations set up by left activists to network social movements 
nationally (such as the Coalition against Water Privatisation and the Social 
Movements Indaba) is that they are failing to drawn in the movements or groups 
located outside the major cities in South Africa. There are many small committees and 
uprisings in South Africa that employ Operation Vulamanzi and have regular direct 
actions (for example the Greater Tubatse Water Crisis Committee of Burgersfort, 
Limpopo province) but it seems that where these groups are not linked to leftists, they 
are not drawn in to national networks.  
 
The Gauteng APF (geographically the closest social movement to Mbombela) has a 
strongly centralized leadership style. It is possible that the Gauteng APF leaders are 
reluctant to link with movements relatively far out of their geographical reach because 
it is not easy to intervene in these communities. The Gauteng APF leadership is also 
dominated by leftists who are currently engaged in trying to start a ‘mass based 
workers party’95. The fact that the MAPF was formed out of PAC-led mobilizations 
and not by leftists, would have been a deterrent to the leaders of the Gauteng APF. 

 
Links may also have been hampered by the high cost of bringing far flung community 
representatives to meetings in Johannesburg. This has been the case in the Western 
Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign (WCAEC), which was often invited by community 
groups or township activists involved in uprisings and direct actions to semi rural 
towns like Hermanus and Malmesbury. Although these towns are just over one hours 
drive from Cape Town, the WCAEC has struggled to raise the necessary funds to 
cover transport costs. However, the Social Movements Indaba does have funding for 
meetings and movements from as far away as Cape Town attend these. 

 
In most interviews conducted by international academics or journalists with social 
movement leaders about South Africa’s social movements, the Mbombela struggle 
and other non-city struggles, are never mentioned. Social movement leaders tend to 
talk about the Concerned Citizens Forum of KZN, the WCAEC and the Gauteng APF 
only, although this is always called “the APF” as if there were no other APFs.  
 
The Mbombela community based resistance organizations were very much left on its 
own. Despite this, they achieved a victory in their struggle and this has been alluded 
to in research papers. As was mentioned before, in 1997 the Mbombela water 
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privatization was announced by President Thabo Mbeki as the government’s flagship 
water privatization programme. But by 2003, the entire picture had changed. The 
Municipal Infrastructure Investment Unit’s  James Leigland said that in Mbombela 
“the process has ground to a halt. ‘Further privatization of water? It's not going to 
happen in the near future. There will be no new Nelspruits or Dolphin Coasts. There is 
too much of a downside,’ he said.”96 
 
Brian Sims, GNUC's managing director and head of Biwater in South Africa, was 
quoted as saying he had been part of privatizing water all over the world but “Never 
in my life have I seen such a culture of non-payment than here in Nelspruit. People 
simply don't pay. We are suffering massive losses.” 97 The Managing Director of 
Vivendi Water, a French transnational company, said that his company and other 
private companies would not seek to privatize water elsewhere in the country because 
of the high levels of non-payment experienced in Mbombela. These decisions were 
made after the community boycotts. This suggests that local community campaigns 
even in small cities may have a great impact on national government policy. 
 
Nkuna said that the Mbombela community based resistance organizations saw it as a 
victory that the boycott had led to Biwater deciding not to privatize elsewhere and to 
other water companies being equally reluctant. “The struggle was not about people 
from Mbombela only; rather the struggle was about poor people having access to 
basic services. So yes for us that is definitely a victory,” he said. 
 
After the privatization, Samwu, as is shown in the paper, did not join the community 
struggle and so was left with few options to fulfill their initial wish of having the 
contract cancelled. Phala of Samwu said that the union had changed tactics and was 
no longer trying to cancel the contract and was focusing on worker issues: 
 

“At the moment a tactic that we are using to keep Biwater in line is to recruit 
contracted employees of outsourced companies. This is our main tactic at the 
moment. By doing this we make sure that no worker gets exploited, while at 
the same time we are making it hard for Biwater to retrench permanent staff 
for contracted staff. For workers the struggle has always been about 
retrenchment first and foremost. They might be involved in their local 
communities, but as SAMWU we are more concerned about the retrenchment 
of workers in the pursuit of profits by private companies.”   98 
 

This was confirmed by a Samwu head office official in November 2005, who said that 
the union was not working with any of the Mbombela community based resistance 
organizations against high water prices, and no longer seeking to have the contract 
overturned.99 
 
The prospect of some joint union-community action against GNUC had come with the 
cholera crisis and the agreement between Samwu and the Matsulu Water Crisis 
Committee to take legal action against GNUC. But by January 2005, Lawrence Mooi 
                                                 
96 ibid 
97 Metered to Death: How a Water Experiment Caused Riots and a Cholera Epidemic,  Jacques Pauw, 
Center for Public Integrity, February 5, 2003 
98 Jacob Phala, SAMWU Lowveld Branch Chairperson, interview January 2005 
99 Email, Jeff Rudin, SAMWU Research Officer, 25 November 2005 



said that the Matsulu Water Crisis Committee had “sort of disintegrated”. Mooi said 
that one of the reasons the MWCC disintegrated, was that “all six executive 
committee members of the Crisis Committee were ANC members, and so some felt 
there was a conflict of interest and left.” Mooi would not be drawn on the reason the 
six members left, just saying they “had more challenging tasks to pursue”.   
 
Mooi said that the legal case that Samwu and the Water Crisis Committee were 
considering against Biwater “never went anywhere. No one followed the idea 
through”. However, the interview with Naomi Banda, MWCC member (quoted 
earlier) suggests ANC pressure on the MWCC to disband and hand over responsibility 
for the legal action to them, a pressure which was likely exerted on the local Samwu 
leaders as well. 
 
By January 2005, the Mbombela community based resistance organizations had 
collectively entered a period of dormancy which was still the case in November 2005. 
According to Henry Nkuna in January 2005: 
 

“At the moment the APF is not active. It has sort of disintegrated, mainly 
because the council stopped disconnecting water services. It has also agreed 
that poor people who cannot afford to pay, should at least pay R30 per month 
for water services. Those who are not destitute pay as billed by Biwater. 
However, even with all those concessions, people here in Mbombela do not 
get water 24 hours a day. We get water from 4am to 11am, then it’s 
disconnected for the rest of the day, to be reconnected again from 4pm to 
10pm. For the rest of the night water is unavailable. So, even if there is an 
emergency you are stuck. Still, people view this as better than nothing. For 
them, though it might seem like nothing to some, they have won to a certain 
degree.  
 
At the moment we have no future plans. The APF is not active at all; but if the 
council would further cut down on the little water we are getting at the 
moment then we would act. We would definitely start from where we had left 
off.” 
 

By November 2005, Nkuna said that the MAPF was still dormant but that residents 
were all engaged in the boycott and nobody was going to be paying for water in 
future. 
 
The PAC still sees a role for itself in the struggle. Dan Mboshane, Regional Secretary 
of the PAC, said: 

At the moment, we are gathering data from other provinces as to how much 
they are paying for water services, so that we can make comparisons. This is 
one of the tactics we want to employ in our fight against the privatization of 
water in Mbombela. We also want to take part in community structures that 
were formed by the government that the PAC is not part of. 100 
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The union and the struggle in Mbombela 
 
It is not very clear if Samwu was able to maintain a level of organization among 
Mbombela’s water workers after they were transferred from the municipality to the 
GNUC. In 2002, the British trade union/Samwu delegation met with workers who had 
been outsourced to different companies subcontracted by GNUC (meter reading, 
laying pipelines). These casualised workers said they had asked Samwu to organise 
them but the union had told them it did not organize casuals. It seems from the 
interviews conducted in 2004 that the union has changed its approach and is trying to 
strengthen its presence in the water sector in Mbombela by recruiting casualised 
workers.  
 
The MAPF and its predecessors were not able to benefit from consistent worker 
solidarity in Mbombela. According to Jacob Phala, the union was not able to 
participate in the ‘Dismantle Biwater Campaign’ because of its membership, through 
Cosatu, of the Tripartite Alliance: 
 

“I guess one of the reasons we have not been able to stop the privatization of 
water completely in Mbombela was our alliance with COSATU. Joining 
forces with COSATU crippled us. I mean COSATU is an ANC ally, so their 
position is very compromised. As a result, COSATU was more interested in 
harmonizing our struggle. At the end of the day there were different voices 
saying different things. That caused a lot of confusion, and led to the 
“Dismantle Biwater Coalition” that COSATU and SAMWU were leading to 
fail. The coalition was compromised to the point of being ineffective.” 101 

Cosatu Regional Educator/Organiser Fana Vincent Mlombo disputed this: 

We as Cosatu gave support (in Mbombela) by making sure that the struggle 
was publicized. We also took part in meeting that were held between Samwu 
and the government. We gave solidarity support, believing that if the 
privatization of water succeeded in Mbombela it would be taken to other 
provinces.  

We oppose accusations that because of our alliance with ANC we are 
compromised. We are not compromised in any way; Cosatu as an organization 
makes its own decisions independently. Even now we still give support to the 
community organizations on the grounds there. We do this by making sure that 
Cosatu comrades who live in areas like Mbombela work side to side with 
political structures there. 102 

 
However, there is no evidence of the existence of any “political structures” from the 
old ‘Mass Democratic Movement’ groups during the period 1997 – 2004 in 
Mbombela (apart from one or two mentions of SASCO and SANCO participation in 
meetings). The research shows that ANC structures were not willing to work with the 
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PAC against Biwater, and that Samwu shied away from alliances with ‘non-MDM’ 
Mbombela community based resistance organizations. Samwu was particularly 
unwilling to enter into a coalition where PAC activists had a history of organizing. As 
has been noted in CCS research report no. 37 with regard to a similar struggle against 
privatization in Cape Town, “different attitudes to the African National Congress 
government are a key obstacle” to Samwu and independent social movements having 
close relations.103 
 
The Matsulu Water Crisis Committee however, was not initiated by the PAC, and as 
the interviews with its chairperson show, its executive was totally comprised of ANC 
members. Samwu and the MWCC did attempt to work together after the cholera 
epidemic, but this alliance and the existence of the MWCC itself, seem to have been 
derailed by the local ANC.  
 
Samwu’s future in terms of membership retention is directly proportionate to its 
ability to stop privatization. The union is unwilling to strike to stop privatization 
contracts from being signed. While the union recognizes on some level that it cannot 
stop privatization without support from communities, it constrains itself from linking 
up with community movements in any meaningful way, post-privatisation, in order to 
have contracts cancelled.  
 
In the future, Samwu will face a heavy loss of membership as privatization takes hold 
in each municipality. For now, Biwater and other transnational companies are 
reluctant to pursue major 25 year water privatization contracts. However, many other 
services are being privatized across the country. Small privatization schemes (for 
example grass cutting or refuse removal) are outsourced to companies who then 
employ township residents at a fraction of the wage paid to permanent municipal 
employees. Given that the union is not supporting social movements or township 
residents’ struggles post-privatisation, communities are less and less likely to hold any 
empathy with municipal workers as public service workers. The possibilities of 
defeating privatization in the country’s mostly ANC municipalities will continue to be 
greatly reduced by Samwu’s membership of Cosatu, and through Cosatu, of the 
Tripartite Alliance. 
 
[ends] 
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