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The political economy of 
water privatisation:  
Why prepaid water 

meters are making a 
comeback – and how 
social movements are 

responding 
 



The catalyst was a 1995 directive by the senior 
secretary of the Ministry of Local Government, Rural 
and Urban Development, ‘encouraging urban local 
authorities to consider options for commercialisation, 
privatisation and contracting in and out some or all of 
their services.’ In 1996, a Task Force for 
Commercialisation of Municipal Services was 
established, with three Gweru representatives. 
 But the subsequent municipal privatisation of 
refuse collection in Harare was widely considered to 
be a disaster. Likewise, in 1996 the disgraced Harare 
mayor Solomon Tawengwa signed a letter of intent to 
Biwater to repair water infrastructure worth billions 
of rands, but Biwater backed out when objections 
arose and profitability was too low. A few years later, 
as Harare water was beset by quality, shortage and 
leakage problems, more multi-billion dollar public-
private-partnership proposals were mooted by 
international agencies. The main sites for a set of 
international privatisers aiming to ‘cherry-pick’ the 
most profitable municipal services are the wealthiest 
councils--Victoria Falls, Ruwa and Gweru--whose per 
capita urban council revenue has been about double 
that of the main MDC stronghold, Bulawayo. 

flash back 20 years to 
prior threat of water 

commodification 



 In 1999, the British subsidiary of French water privatiser 
Saur was selected by Gweru officials to prepare a plan. They 
demanded a 100% increase in water tariffs, which was initially 
rejected. As one pro-privatisation consultancy reported in 
2001, ‘However, since the negotiation stage, the council has 
introduced a programme of massive tariff increase and thus 
removed one of the primary hurdles in the negotiations.’ 
Moreover, consistent with the international evidence of 
privatisation, lower-income residents would be forced to 
accept much lower services levels, including communal toilets 
and pit latrines. 
 In addition, cutting off the supplies of water to those 
unable to afford payment was also on the cards. Not merely 
theoretical, this problem had emerged by early 2002, after the 
minister of local government told urban and rural councils not 
to increase rates and tariff bills to residents by more than 10% 
over 2001. (The populist electioneering request was ignored, 
but offered a telling indication of future struggles between 
central and local tiers of government.) After suffering 
consumer debts approaching Z$600 million, the Bulawayo city 
council approved disconnection of water supplies to residents, 
as punishment for failure to pay for a variety of municipal 
services: rates and supplementary charges, water, sewerage, 
refuse removal, ambulance and interest on overdue accounts. 
As city treasurer Middleton Nyoni put it, ‘Although we 
appreciate that our residents are facing economic difficulties, 
it is important for them to realise that council can only 
continue to provide the services if they pay.’ 



 At the same time, while debate raged over the 
ongoing management of Harare by a non-elected 
commission, city councillors asked officials to cut off 
the bulk water supplies that they provide to 
neighbouring municipalities Norton, Ruwa and even 
Chitungwiza, on grounds of non-payment. And 
simultaneously, rumours emerged that Mugabe would 
introduce legislation to replace elected mayors with 
carefully selected, unaccountable chief executive 
officers--which would probably lead to yet more rapid 
municipal privatisation, even if the officials were 
appointed by the allegedly socialist Zanu. 

 Will this, then, become the most durable site of 
political conflict in Zimbabwe, long after the passing 
of the Zanu/MDC phase of electoral contestation? 
At that future stage, will the struggle for social 
justice which we point to now, mature into a 
struggle for political power, particularly state 
power? Will the nationalist/post-nationalist 
divergence evolve into a debate over 
neoliberalism/post-neoliberalism? At some point in 
the very near future, we are certain, a more focused 
fight to establish a progressive alternative to 
neoliberalism will become explicit. 







Harare not backing down on prepaid water meters 
December 19, 2014 in National, News  
HARARE mayor Bernard Manyenyeni has vowed to press ahead with plans to introduce prepaid water meters despite 
spirited resistance by residents and human rights campaigners. 
TONDERAYI MATONHO 
 
Addressing stakeholders at an indaba on water governance in the capital on Wednesday, Manyenyeni said the 
programme was an effective cost recovery exercise, hence council’s decision to implement it without further delay. 
 “The issue of introducing prepaid water system to residents is now at an advanced stage within the city council and 
there is no going back on the project, especially with the fast-changing operational systems because of the ever-changing 
technology, we need to move with the times,” Manyenyeni said. 
 He added: “The process will begin through a phased approach to gauge progress and success of the project. We 
will draw some lessons from countries that have already started using such systems like South Africa, moving forward.” 
 The city’s director of water, Christopher Zvobgo, was recently quoted in the media, indicating that they would 
embark on a pilot project to install prepaid water meters for a more efficient billing system. 
 “We want to introduce prepaid water metres and we will soon rollout a pilot project. If we install prepaid water 
metres then consumers can manage their own consumption, doing away with the billing system,” Zvobgo was quoted as 
saying.  
 However, the Combined Harare Residents’ Association (CHRA) and Community Water Alliance (CWA) have argued 
that water is a human right and its supply should not be commercialised . 
 CWA co-ordinator Hardlife Mudzingwa said the city council should continue to consult stakeholders to ensure buy-
in as the majority of residents in Greater Harare — which also encompasses Ruwa, Epworth, Norton and Chitungwiza — 
were still sceptical of the programme. 
 CHRA chairperson Simbarashe Moyo said: “Despite the mayor seemingly declaring the city council’s position on the 
prepaid water meters, we are definitely going to stand up against the installation of the meter as this project is not only 
manipulative, but its deliverance is not pro-poor.  
 “If we go back to the principles and values of the social contract, one finds that the prepaid water system does not 
protect the vulnerable in society.” 
 

https://www.newsday.co.zw/news/national/
https://www.newsday.co.zw/news/


Activist narratives: 
What the actual position of the City is with regards the Prepaid Meter project? If the City is going ahead 
with this project, who made the decision and when was it made? Was the full council involved in making 
this decision? Was there a tender process and when was it done? How many companies were 
shortlisted? 
 The installation of prepaid water meters will not result in the increase of water supply and its 
availability as claimed by some officials at Town House. A case in point is the prepaid electricity meters 
which clearly have not improved power generation and supply. Currently the City of Harare collects over 
50% of revenue from rates and little has been done to address the challenges of water supply and 
availability. We are not convinced that any new revenue flows will lead to improvements in water 
supply. If at all, domestic users are not the major debtors of councils. The governments, its various 
departments and some private sector organisations owe the City millions of dollars. Instead of prepaid 
water meters the city must come up with a debt collection policy and system. 
 Already as a city, we have been found wanting in terms of disaster preparedness. This raises serious 
questions about the ability of the City to effectively monitor and manage a technology system of prepaid 
water meters. In South Africa this led to serious outbreaks of cholera. With the present threat of disease 
outbreaks in Harare, there is a real danger of cholera outbreaks as a result of water shortages that may 
result from prepayments. 
 In any case the current economic climate does not support this system of pre payments. Residents 
are wallowing in poverty and urban debt and this will further worsen their situation. The prepayment 
will affect mostly the elderly and the poor sections of our community. There has not been a clear 
package for free water that can be easily managed by this system as demanded by the new constitution. 
Harare Metropolitan Residents Forum (HAMREF), Zimbabwe Coalition on Debt and Development (ZIMCODD), 
Community Water Alliance (CWA), Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU). National Youth Organisation(NAYO). 
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• ‘everyone has the right to an 
environment that is not harmful 
to their health or well-being... 
everyone has the right to have 
access to... sufficient water’ 

– Bill of Rights, Constitution of 

the Republic of SA, 1996 – 

subject to ‘progressive 

realisation of rights’ and 

budget constraints clauses 



the Soweto Water War: 
resistance to the 

commodification of  
water in South  

African townships 
 



South Africa’s right to water? 
• ‘everyone has the right to an 

environment that is not harmful to 
their health or well-being... 
everyone has the right to have 
access to... sufficient water’ 
– Bill of Rights, Constitution of the Republic of SA, 1996 – subject to 

‘progressive realisation of rights’ and budget constraints clauses 
  
• 2003-09 lawsuit by Soweto activists and Coalition 
Against Water Privatisation (CAWP) against Johannesburg 
government (and by implication, Paris-based Suez): 
http://www.law.wits.ac.za/cals 



 
Civil Society v State & Capital:  

lawsuit filed by Soweto 
activists and SA Coalition 

Against Water Privatisation 
against Johannesburg 

government (and by 
implication, Suez): 

http://www.law.wits.ac.za/cals 



two core aspects of  
Mazibuko v Johannesburg case 

• How much water? 

– City of Joburg and Suez (2001): 25 litres/capita/day 

– Phiri activists, CAWP, CALS (2003): 50 lcd 

–High Court (Tsoka in April 2008): 50 lcd 

– Constitutional Court (Oct 2009): ‘we don’t DO policy’  

• What delivery mechanism? 

– Joburg, Suez: pre-payment meters 

– Phiri et al: credit meters (as in white areas) 

–High Court: pre-payment meters are discriminatory 

– ConCourt: no problem with pre-payment meters 



‘Prepayment meters’ endorsed by 
Constitutional Court, October 2009 

• “the ordinary meaning of ‘discontinuation’ is that 
something is made to cease to exist. The water supply 
does not cease to exist when a pre-paid meter temporarily 
stops the supply of water. It is suspended until either the 
customer purchases further credit or the new month 
commences with a new monthly basic water supply 
whereupon the water supply recommences. It is better 
understood as a temporary suspension in supply, not a 
discontinuation.”  



lessons from Mazibuko  
for framing and campaigning 

• broader commons framing, including Rights of Nature 
• use human rights narrative purely for defensive 

purposes (injunctions against disconnections), not to 
change policy (confirming Critical Legal Studies’ 
‘contingency’ theory) 

• use rights narrative for social education and 
mobilisation (Treatment Action Campaign) but beware 
demobilisation potential 

• for real relief: reconnection,  
 turning meters into ‘statues’,  
 ‘commoning’ and mutual aid,  
 social mobilization and protest 



successful rights litigation: 
local/internationalist social  
movement solidarity for   
access to Anti-RetroViral drugs 
 

 
Gugu Dlamini  

• 1990s – US promotes Intellectual Property above all, 
monopoly-patented ARVs cost $15 000/person/year 

• 1997 – SA’s Medicines Act allows ‘compulsory licensing’ 
• 1998 – US State Dept counters with ‘full court press’, 

Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) formed, death of 
Durban AIDS activist Gugu Dlamini due to stigmatization 

• 1999 – Al Gore for president, ACTUP! opposition, Seattle 
WTO protest and Bill Clinton surrender 

• 2000 – AIDS Durban conference, Thabo Mbeki denialism 
• 2001 – ‘PMA-SA v Mandela’ lawsuit w MSF & Oxfam, 

while TAC imports Thai, Brazilian, Indian generics 
  
 



TAC’s Anti-RetroVirals campaign successes: 
 

 
  
 

Zackie Ahmat,  

Nelson Mandela 

• 2001 – Constitutional Court supports nevirapine,  
major WTO TRIPS concession at Doha 

• 2002 – critiques of Mbeki, Manto Tshabalala-Msimang 
• 2003 – ANC compels change in state policy 
• 2004 – generics produced in SA 
• 2009 – nearly 800 000 public sector recipients  
• 2010-11 threats – fiscal austerity, Obama’s Pepfar cuts 

 

 
 

   beyond uneven development: 
• commoning intellectual property 
• decommodification 
• destratification 
• deglobalisation of capital 
• globalisation of solidarity 

 



“economic value of water”, 
 according toThe Economist 

• The Economist magazine July 2003 survey on water declares 
the central dilemma: ‘Throughout history, and especially 
over the past century, it has been ill-governed and, above all, 
collossally underpriced.’  

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

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



The thesis/anti-thesis 



what water pricing choices do we have? 

• Curve A is ‘short-run marginal cost 
curve’ for a utility 
(‘commodification’); 

 
• Curve B is a typical ‘cost-plus 

markup’ tariff which aims to ‘get the 
prices right’ (avoid distorting the 
market) so as to attract privatisation 
investment; 

 
• Curve C is the ‘eco-social justice 

tariff’ which combines a free 
lifeline, redistribution from high- to 
low-volume users, and an incentive 
to conserve (i.e., the ANC promise): 
in short, ‘decommodification’. 



World Bank advice to SA  
on pricing and privatisation 

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

Municipal Infrastructure Investment Framework) 

• advice that free lifeline water should be 
avoided because it ‘may limit options with 
respect to tertiary providers--in particular 
private concessions much harder to establish’ 
… so instead, price water according to cost, 
and establish a ‘credible threat of cutting 
service’ 
– John Roome (1995), ‘Water Pricing and Management: World Bank Presentation 

to the SA Water Conservation Conference’, 2 October. 



Pushing privatisation, World Bank 
fails to incorporate public goods: 

• positive externalities of publicly provided water: 

– public health (water-borne disease mitigation); 

– gender equity; 

– environmental protection; 

– economic multipliers; 

– desegregation through standardised services; 

• only state/society have an interest in positive outcome, 
not private supplier; 

 

 



in July 2001, Jo’burg adopted a ‘convex’ (not 
concave) tariff to reward big customers 

Lowest consumption block is only 
6,000 liters/month, which is 
meant for a whole household 
(including backyard shack 
dwellers); 

most low-income families are 
larger, so bias favours wealthy, 
smaller families; 

in July 2003, rates changed, with 
second block rising 32% and 
higher blocks up only 10%. 



2006 UN report 
shows Durban to 

have highest 
price for second 
block of water 

amongst sample 
of Third World 

cities 



Durban: lowest-income 1/3 cut back 
consumption dramatically as price doubled 

in real terms 

Source: Reg Bailey and Chris Buckley (2004), 
‘Modelling Domestic Water Tariffs’, 
UKZN. 

1997 
1997 

2004 
2004 







critiques of socio-economic ‘rights talk’ 
(mostly from Critical Legal Scholars e.g. Roithmayr, Madlingozi, Pieterse, Brandt) 

• individualist: private/familial instead of public/political  

• consumption-oriented, without linkages to production, ecology 

• ‘framed not to resist but to legitimise neoliberalism’ (Daria Roithmayr) 

• leaves in place society’s class structure, ‘bleeds off any real move to 

dismantle these processes through redistribution and reparations’ (DR) 

• technicist discourse: alienates mass base and society in general 

• mass-based organisations become the ‘client’, are ‘domesticated’ 

(Tshepo Madlingozi), are told to halt protests during litigation 

• rights are ‘watered down’ with Constitutional clauses of ‘progressive 

realisation’, ‘reasonable’ measures and ‘within available resources’ 

• legal alleyways distract from a more transformative route to politics 

• for class reasons, judges are amongst society’s most conservative elites  

• capitalism won’t deliver these goods!  - let’s not foster illusions  





In connecting different community struggles, the APF 
strived, in the view of founding member Dale 
McKinley, to ‘go deeper than just opposing an 
eviction or cut off … [and] begin to start a process of 
driving political education and building a movement 
that could go beyond just issue-based opposition to 
a particular privatisation’ (former APF office bearer, 
interview, February 2010). While community-based 
organisations were at the coal face of day-to-day 
mobilisation against evictions and pre-paid meters, 
the APF attempted to unite these struggles in order 
to forge ‘working class alternatives to capitalism’ 
(APF, 2007: 1). 



SA’s social protest rate 
3000 violent (thousands more non-violent) from 2009-12 

 
2012/13               10,517              1,882         12,399 



‘service  
delivery  
protests’ 

  









Mgcineni Noki, 
Lonmin rock 

drill operator 
16 August 2012 

“successfully stabilised” 



“successfully stabilised” 





“Africa Rising”  
(really?) 



multinational corporate profits 
as a percentage of firm equity 

  

 

Source: UN Conference on Trade and Development (2007), World Investment Report 2007, Geneva.  

extractive industries 



and Africa protests Rising  
Agence France Press:: 



African protests rising 



African protests work  



African protests (and food prices) rising  





‘number two for Number One’ 
  


