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3.1. Introduction 

This paper is an extraction from a PhD thesis at the University of KZN, 

Durban, SA. It discusses access to electricity by the Umlazi community and 

analyzes how such access, or lack thereof, would assist an understanding of 

the strengths as well as the dynamics of social movement intervention in 

improving service delivery mechanisms of the local government, thereby 

reducing significantly the need for the maintenance of quiescence and 

therefore a full participatory democracy; a democracy where all citizens as 

members of the polity may enjoy their rights as enshrined in the highest law of 

the land. This paper therefore uses electricity as an example around which all 

other issues relating to service delivery may be addressed, not against the 

government, but with, and in line with the programs and policies of the 

government itself. 

 

Patrick Bond (2005, p. 5) observes that there are three practices associated 

with South Africa’s transition to energy neo-liberalism: (1) climate change 

caused by what has been termed the ‘Minerals-Energy Complex’; (2) the 

crisis of electricity access [for poor households] in view of disconnections 

associated with energy sector liberalization and; (3) the government’s failure 

to promote renewable energy sources and instead waste scarce funds on a 

nuclear energy fantasy. Since we are here concerned with household access 

to electricity, the second point above is in application. Under consideration is 

the point that while the government has failed to meet its targets for mass 
                                                 
1 Attempts to obtain data on electricity in Umlazi were in vain as the eThekwini Municipality 
would not supply that after more than 12 months of phone calls and e-mail exchanges. Thus 
the information here is general for South Africa. It is felt, however, that similar patterns exist 
in Umlazi as the latter is one among many disadvantaged geographic spaces that follow 
apartheid planning that have also been inherited and kept much the same after liberation. 
This might also explain why this information is not made available. 
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electrification, disconnections have largely increased the number of 

households without electricity, forcing many to rely on alternative sources of 

energy which have various negative health and environmental effects. Even 

with the introduction of prepaid electricity, many a household still use these 

alternative sources of energy because they are cheaper. Choosing the latter 

option is informed, for many poor households, by poverty economics. The 

latter, in turn, is caused by prevalent unemployment, souring poverty and low 

incomes for the employed and the beneficiaries of social welfare grants.  

 

Furthermore, eThekwini faces what Hicks (2006: 1) calls a “Democracy 

Deficit”. This is defined as a failure to link citizens with the institutions and 

processes of the state, affecting the quality and vibrancy of democracy and 

resulting in reduced accountability. 

 

In this paper we have identified electricity provision in Umlazi and used it as 

an example of an issue around which people and movements would organize 

and challenge government; an issue around which suggestions for improved 

service delivery can be forwarded. This is in line with the objectives of this 

study: to analyze quiescence and offer alternative strategies for the 

government to improve its service delivery mechanisms, with full political 

participation by the communities for which such delivery is intended. In turn, it 

is believed that with improved service delivery, the tangible impact of 

quiescence would lessen, thus leading to enhanced participation in political 

and community issues of ordinary citizens in Umlazi.   

 

In other words, we want to demonstrate that the obvious nature of problems in 

the community, such as electricity provision, would not raise participation 

levels, further attesting that the matter is not about issues at hand, because 

people clearly are aware of these, but more complex underlying factors are 

responsible for non-participation, and that one such factor explaining this 

behavior to a very large degree, is quiescence. Electricity and water are 

critical amenities of life that any community would be seriously affected if the 

supply of these was cut-off, for whatever reason. However, people remain in 

the dark as to what they can do to effect change in this regard as the cut-offs 
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have continued indefinitely since the late 1990s, in Umlazi and elsewhere in 

South Africa. 

 

For example, research that was done in Soweto found that when electricity is 

cut off, consumers record numerous difficulties: the food gets spoiled (98%); we 

cannot cook the food properly (90%); our personal hygiene is negatively 

affected (88%); we spend more money on alternative fuels (84%); the kids 

cannot study properly (81%); it increases crime in the area (73%); it is 

degrading to my family to live without electricity (70%); the women have more 

work (65%); it is bad for our working life (62%); it disrupts home business 

(41%); it increases domestic violence in the neighborhood (36%). This is true 

for many other poor communities who are denied access, not only to electricity, 

but to a host of other services. 
 

Access to basic social services is guaranteed by the constitution in South 

Africa2. These provisions include such services as water and, by implication, 

electricity as well. The linking of electricity to the rights discourse was a kind 

of logic in that other basic social services to which the constitution defended 

rights to, would be impracticable without electricity coming in also as a right. 

These include the right to a healthy environment3, adequate and decent 

housing, and dignity. 

 

3.2. Electricity as a right 

The constitution of South Africa lists access to water as a basic right.4 

Lessons learnt from Soweto prove that an extension to include electricity is 

highly possible.5 The Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee’s slogan “Electricity 

                                                 
2 See Chapter 2: the Bill of Rights 
3 Coal and wood defy healthy environment principles because of the smoke that not only 
affects the concerned family, but the whole neighborhood. Health and environmental 
dangers associated with paraffin need not even be mentioned considering the fact that many 
of the people who cannot afford to buy electricity live in densely populated shacks.  
4 Chapter Two (Bill of Rights), Section 27, sub-section (1) (b). Together with water there is also 
health care including emergency medical treatment, food, and social security and appropriate 
social assistance. 
5 See for example Peter McInnes’s seminal work on the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee 
“Making the kettle boil”, 2005. The book will also detail a history of electricity struggles in 
Soweto and of the SECC generally. Because it examines these issues from a legal perspective, 
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is a right, not a privilege” made a lot of social sense to the people of Soweto in 

2000, because it was very critical in their campaigns including Operation 

Khanyisa.6 Since this extension seems feasible, we can conclude that South 

Africans have a right to basic services including electricity. McInnes, however, 

warns that this may easily be cast “as a cynical manipulation of the rule of law 

and constitutional democracy”, and cites Drew Forrest who argued that “social 

movement organizations use the law if it is to their advantage; and flout it if 

they consider it unjust.”  

 

The Soweto case is classical in its own right, particularly in the regard to 

which the extension of the right to social services may be said to include 

electricity interpretatively. The point is that “SECC activists deliberately 

engaged in a program of interpretative broadening of existing socio-economic 

rights in the Bill of Rights to include electricity”, much the same way other 

local community organizations can do if the Soweto case is treated as an 

example. The point to check is that this does not make a legal sense in the 

same way that the right to water would. Therefore a word of caution to the 

activists is relevant here. The word of caution is relevant because “… many, 

not only in government, would remain unconvinced that electricity is a right 

guaranteed by the constitution.”7 

 

Among ordinary Sowetans, however, a right to electricity is very much a 

reality. It is reported that in a 2003 survey about 98% of respondents agreed 

with the statement “everyone in South Africa has a right to electricity”.8 In this 

view, therefore, the constitution is not a true reflection of the views held by 

South Africans of a way life should be in this democracy. In this way the 

SECC had successfully managed to create that kind of consciousness 

because 52% were also reported to have said that no person could survive 

without electricity, by far making electricity an essential social service. 
                                                                                                                                            
it locates the rights argument squarely within interpretative parameters of the constitution 
and arrives therefore, just like the SECC, at the conclusion that electricity is, indeed, a right 
and not a privilege. 
6 An illegal reconnection campaign 
7 2005, p. 165-166 
8 Nefale, M “A survey on attitudes to prepaid meters in Soweto”, Centre for Applied Legal 
Studies, June 2004, p. 11 cited in McInnes, 2005, p. 166 
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3.3. Some Statistics about Electricity 

We mentioned above that obvious reasons for failure to purchase electricity 

invariably include soaring unemployment. Bond and McInnes observe that:  

“Setting aside agriculture, the number of formal sector jobs in South Africa 

in 2004 was less than the same figure two decades earlier. During the 

1990s large employment declines occurred in mining (47%), 

manufacturing (20%), and even the public sector (10%). Officially, the 

country’s unemployment rate rose from 16% in 1995 to 31.2% in 2003. 

Adding to that figure the category of ‘frustrated job seekers’ (i.e. those who 

have given up looking for employment), raises the percentage of the 

unemployed to 42%. The rate for African unemployment by this measure 

exceeded 50% in 2002, compared to 6.3% for whites… In rural South 

Africa, the African women’s unemployment rate (including those who have 

given up looking) rose to 54%, compared to 42% for rural men. 

Substantive income-generation possibilities for a huge share of the 

population…are nearly non-existent, just as during apartheid.” 

 

Besides obvious issues of poverty causing inability of poor households to 

afford electricity, there is the issue of rising electricity prices causing a further 

strain on already low incomes. It is argued9 that with the rise of water and 

electricity prices since the middle of the 1990s, by 2002 these accounted for 

30% of the income of those households earning less than $60 per month. As 

a result a staggering ten million people became victims of electricity 

disconnections. These authors further argue that disconnections actually 

increased after 2001, when the Office of the President announced a ‘Free 

Basic Services’ monthly package of 6000 liters of water and 50kWh of 

electricity per household was offered to many poor households, but it proved 

far too little and, if anything, disconnections actually increased. In the 

research that was done in Soweto (Pimville and Orlando East)10, the author 

asserts that “The length of the cut-off has been devastatingly long. 45% of the 

                                                 
9 See Bond and McInnes, p. 2 
10 The author and date of publication of the article that reports this research is not known to 
me. But the research itself, according to the article was commissioned in 2003. I therefore 
write ‘Unknown’ for the author and 2003 for the date of publication. Hoping that this is in 
order.  
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households experiencing cut-offs were cut-off for more than a month, and 

many reported up to 9 months cut-offs. Several of these respondents at the 

time of the survey did still not have electricity in their houses. Of the houses 

experiencing cut-offs 9.5% have been victims of having their cables removed 

permanently. The conclusion they draw is that “electricity, so long denied to 

the masses of black South Africans, explicitly reflects the trends to inequality 

associated with urban neo-liberalism.”11 

 

The issue of electricity cut-offs affects many people across South Africa. Here 

are some of the figures12: 

“By 2001 disconnections were widespread, with Project Viability and 

Eskom press statements together indicating a rate of around 120 000 

households per month. The rate was probably far higher since not all 

municipalities responded to the … survey and the Eskom statements 

focused on Soweto, where resistance was toughest. But even using this 

base, and making a conservative estimate of 6 people affected by every 

disconnection (since connections are made to households…), more than 

720 000 people each month were denied access to electricity because of 

non-payment in 2001. The overall connection target set by government of 

350 000 connections a year translates to an average rate of 29 167 new 

connections a month. Even if we only recognize the number of 

disconnections after the number of reconnections is subtracted, it still 

means that in 2001, there were several times as many households losing 

access to electricity every month than were gaining access (original 

emphasis). A survey of Soweto residents found that 61% of households 

had experienced electricity disconnections, of which 45% had been cut off 

for more than one month. A … national survey [also] found that 10 million 

people across South Africa had experienced electricity cutoffs.” 

 

Furthermore according to the eThekwini Municipality Electricity Department 

officials13, people do not temper with electricity meters for no reason. They do 

                                                 
11 See ibid, pages 2-3 
12 ibid, p. 5 
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not have the necessary financial means to sustain access for a month, when 

the breadwinner (usually one person in a household14) would be in a financial 

position to purchase it. This is also the reason why the government has 

thought it ‘proper’ to introduce the prepaid system. The motivation for the 

prepaid system for both water and electricity is that it allows households to 

purchase that which they can afford. But logically what they can afford is not 

necessarily what they need. The government did not want to think about what 

households would do should they need more than they can afford. So, for 

households to go round this problem, they fiddle with the meters. Again, 

instead of the government to interrogate the reasons behind non-payment by 

individual households, they apply a blanket solution to everybody: 

disconnections.  

 

In Umlazi between July 2003 and June 2005 there were 20 857 

disconnections. Again, making a conservative estimate of 6 people affected 

by a disconnection – since connections are made to households – about 

125 142 people suffered as a result of the disconnections. Again, this is only 

for the above-mentioned period since the municipality would not make 

statistics available for any other time. This is a big fraction of the population 

since it does not only affect the employed or families of the employed – who 

afford to pay for the services – but, importantly, it affects school children, the 

unemployed, the low wage-earners, the destitute etc. In other words, it affects 

the indigent as well, and people who cannot help but temper with meters as 

living with alternatives does not constitute an option for them, or anybody in 

South Africa for that matter. Not only are these affected by the 

disconnections, lessons learnt from empirical research, as presented 

elsewhere15 will show, but by many other tribulations that concern them on a 

daily basis such as moneylessness, lack of employment, lack of education, 
                                                                                                                                            
13 In terms of the statement read by Bongani Mbuyisa of the organization in a film around 
electricity, available from the author. Furthermore, Paddy Lehohla (Statistics SA Head) in 
Bond (2005, p. 14) was quoted as saying about the Statistics Act that hindered some 
information to be released: “Municipalities do need to be protected by the Act because they 
may want to apply to certain organizations for grants, and poor performance figures could 
harm them, or there may arise situations where they face punitive measures from the ruling 
party in their areas”. 
14 If there is one, that is. 
15 See Chapter 5 of the thesis 
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poverty, hunger, diseases, crime etc. So, in short, lack of access to electricity 

simply compounds the impact other matters of life and death have on these 

people, other than simple lack of access to electricity. 

 

In Soweto, 131 000 households were disconnected in 200116. Approximately 

786 000 people (close to a million residents!) were denied access to electrical 

services. Almost 30% of the respondents in Soweto who owe money to 

Eskom owe more than R10 000, presenting an unpayable amount to the 

majority of households in the area, especially those in the low income bracket. 

Another one out of five owes between R6 000 and R10 000 and one in four 

owes between R6 000 and R2 00017. These figures are alarming in 

themselves, not only because lack of access to electricity, exposes these 

people to health hazards, but also because the right of access to electricity is 

violated. It comes as no surprise therefore that what they call ‘Operation 

Khanyisa’ in Soweto may be a widespread phenomenon in poor communities 

experiencing electricity disconnections. 

 

Tempering with meters is one of two options, the other one being to use 

alternative sources. The table below show data of households connected to 

electricity mains and those using alternative sources across South Africa. The 

reader is cautioned, however, that these data do not distinguish low-income 

and middle-income cases, where 100% of the latter would, obviously, be 

connected to electricity mains. These figures show that the poorest provinces 

had a large proportion of households who were not connected to the 

electricity mains: Limpopo (64%), Eastern Cape (58%), North West (39%), 

while KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga had 34% each. The average of these 

five Provinces alone mean that nearly half (46%) of South Africans used 

paraffin or wood for cooking by 2005. 

 

                                                 
16 These households had accumulated up to R1.1 billion in arrears. This is according to Eskom 
as quoted in the Sowetan of the 1st March 2001. 
17 This explains why the bill went up that much. 



9 
 

Table 2: Percentage of households connected to the MAINS electricity supply and 

using paraffin or wood for cooking18 

Province Connected to 

MAINS electricity 

supply 

Paraffin or wood 

for cooking 

Eastern Cape 66.7 58.4 

Free State 88.7 24.9 

Gauteng 82.7 16.4 

KwaZulu-Natal 72.3 34.3 

Limpopo 82.4 63.7 

Mpumalanga 82.1 34.3 

Northern Cape 88.3 23.0 

North West 84.6 38.6 

Western Cape 92.2 9.60 

National 80.1 33.6 

 

Source: General Household Survey 2005 

 

“The choice to use alternative sources is not only motivated by the 

affordability and accessibility of the fuel but also by the cost of related 

appliances. So even when poor households have access to electricity, they 

avoid using it for high energy demand tasks and for which specialized 

appliances are required (Mehlwana&Qase, 1996; White et al., 1997). Wick 

paraffin stoves, on the other hand, can be purchased for as little as R30. A 

study in rural South African villages showed that after 3.6 years of 

electrification, only 17 percent of homes used an electric stove immediately 

for cooking and in 44 percent of household’s electrical stoves had never been 

used (White et al., 1997)”19. 

 

                                                 
18 See the Paraffin Safety Association of Southern Africa (2005, p. 14).  
19 Ibid. 
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There are several ways in which the use of alternate sources of energy is not 

good for the household and the community, such as poisoning (paraffin), 

respiratory illnesses as a result of indoor air pollution, burns and fires20. 

Besides, many poor communities reside in informal settlements as a direct 

result of apartheid policy and the urbanization trends after 1990 in Umlazi and 

elsewhere. Informal settlements within townships are usually very 

overcrowded and this puts pressure on reformation of housing and urban 

planning policy. It is therefore normal in impoverished communities to live in 

overcrowded neighborhoods, as it is financially impossible to live elsewhere 

within an urban setting. When alternatives to electricity are used, such as 

paraffin and candles, the jeopardy associated with likely fires threatens more 

people than initially imaginable. 

 

“Normally, people in informal settlements are not able to control fires and 

sometimes when they get assistance from the Fire Department they have 

already lost their belongings. These fires usually destroy temporal housing 

and leave people homeless. The profile of fatal injuries in South Africa, 

including death from burns, which commonly (though not exclusively) are fuel 

sourced. For example, the paraffin in the fuel tank of the wick-type of stove 

becomes heated to above its flash point. When that happens, the fuel could 

conflagrate at a rate sufficient to raise the temperature in a typical low income 

home to over 400 degrees Celsius within 30 seconds. It is estimated that 

about 100 000 homes are destroyed in this manner every year”21. 

 

Furthermore, health problems associated with paraffin usage range from 

chest problems, such as breathing and coughing. Eye infections in women 

and paraffin poisoning and burns in children have been reported. “All health 

problems are serious and the fact that a total of 46% of the households have 

experienced health problems related to their alternative energy usage is in 

itself a recommendation for electricity provision” (Unknown author, 2003:20). 

                                                 
20 For an extensive detail on hazards associated with paraffin use for domestic purposes, see 
pages 18-26, ibid. That analysis successfully accounts for these dangers in the context of 
poverty and other undesirable social conditions experienced by many in South Africa. 
21 Mthembu (2007: 23) 
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The same author continues to observe that “the main problems that 

households report in the neighborhood are children who get seriously burned 

or fire caused by paraffin stoves. Several households reported that the fires 

had deadly consequences and it is indeed a type of accident that occurs often 

in dense settlements. Fires are usually more fatal in the shack settlements…. 

We can therefore assume that the problems with fires in shack settlements 

are even worse and often catching on to other shacks due to dense 

development and poverty economics” (2003:21). 

 

3.4. Social Movements’ Role 

It has been argued elsewhere that strong community mobilization around 

issues such as electricity or Aids or land could assist social movements in 

fighting these kinds of struggles to bring democracy into a more tangible 

footing, that is, for people who cast their votes to enjoy the fruits of living in a 

democracy. Organized social groups around specific issues such as crime or 

access to health care or to electricity or water are very much political topics as 

they are social issues. Besides, political quiescence is seen as the main 

reason hindering communities from organizing, let alone challenging policy 

and decision-makers. It is increasingly becoming clear that community 

organizing is crucial for posing community based challenges against slow 

service delivery by the government. Such organizing would first have to 

address participation in the movements themselves and then, of course, 

charge forth and make specific recommendations to speed up service delivery 

by the state. 

 

Not only Umlazi residents are denied their right to this public good (electricity), 

and thereby forced to use alternate sources of energy such as paraffin, wood, 

coal, gas and candles, but more and more are facing electricity cut-offs from 

the local municipality and Eskom who claim quite a couple of thousands of 

Rands before reconnection is considered. The Soweto case represents many 

others in a similar plight. Interesting in this argument is that these cut-offs are 

never experienced in white middle class suburbia and thus making it clear that 

middle class people do not temper with water and electricity meters. The 
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Soweto study reveals that members of the Soweto Electricity Crisis 

Committee (SECC) a social movement (or the ‘civics’ as they have come to 

be known in South Africa) were willing to provide suggestions to Eskom of 

how to change their general electricity practices. The community had had 

enough of the billing, cut-offs and general treatment by Eskom, as well as the 

attitude of the government.  

 

The interesting thing is that the political party in power – the ANC – enjoys 

strong support from all levels of the class ladder and, as a mere fact, much 

more from lower classes since the majority of voters fall under that class. 

These are the same people who get service cut-offs. How and why is this 

happening in a country where it is envisaged that the ANC will continue to rule 

the land beyond foreseeable elections? In Soweto, one main concern was to 

allow people to pay what they could afford and thereby let richer households 

cross-subsidize the poorer. Many felt that the best way to punish the 

government was to stop voting. But others felt the need and were ready to 

stand up and fight for what they see as their right and take up discussions 

with the government and Eskom. 

 

Reasons why lower class people, such as those in Umlazi, interfere with 

water and electricity meters, are very obvious. But the government is 

choosing to ignore them and deal with the matter by cutting off the services. 

The obvious reasons range from inadequate and expensive education, lack of 

economically relevant skills, high unemployment rates, restructuring of the 

labour market with the resultant intensification of casualisation, privatization 

and sub-contracting programs, depletion of permanent employment 

opportunities, cuts in social spending budgets or misdirection of social 

expenditure, poverty, corruption, lack of information to ordinary citizens which 

usually result in departmental funds being sent back to the Treasury after a 

financial year, business opportunities that look good on paper but never in 

practice, the unresolved land issue and health matters including HIV/AIDS 

and a whole range of matters requiring the attention of social organizers.  
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3.5. Conclusion 

The social injustice associated with electricity cut-offs should be viewed as a 

challenge by communities and their organizers. It is not clear why the drafters 

of the constitution of South Africa did not include access to electricity as a 

fundamental right in the first place. Local governments and Eskom are aware 

of this injustice but are hindered from doing something about it by the 

Pretoria’s subscription to neo-liberal ideology that puts profits and other 

interests of big capital ahead of human life. Neo-liberalism has as one of its 

aims the promotion of the globalization of poverty.  Globalization of poverty 

involves concerted efforts of the powers that be to delay service provision to 

the majority of poor people in an attempt to secure surplus provision to higher 

income groups. This enhances the opportunities for big white capital to strive 

on high-margin profits and keep poor people poorer.  

 

Nor is this a historical coincidence. Pretoria’s subscription to neo-liberal 

ideology and practice means that the number of poor people in South Africa 

will rise within the foreseeable future. Alternative development strategies from 

social movements should be directed to all 3 tiers of the South African 

government. The alternative development strategies need to be offered, not 

only because the people have a right (and an obligation) to participate, but 

also because the scenario should not be seen as ‘people against their 

government’ but rather as ‘government of the people, by the people and for 

the people’. Thus, a combined effort between social movements, local 

government and Eskom could prove a workable solution to this social 

impasse in order to bring the services to the people who voted the same 

government into power in the first place22. The initiative for this action should 

be taken by social movements and other civics themselves, and not wait for 

the initiative to come from government. 

 

This chapter has argued that poverty is the main reason for electricity’s 

unaffordability by poor households, mainly black South Africans. Besides 
                                                 
22 It is clear in the analysis chapters that many people were not happy in casting their ballots in 2004 
following the perceived lack of a political will on the part of the ANC to improve the pace of service 
delivery, leaving these people with low levels of confidence on political leadership of both the ANC 
and government generally. 
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poverty and underdevelopment in some sizeable residential locations, 

expensive electricity also relegates many low-income households to the 

status of that group which just cannot afford it, and thereby get forced either to 

fiddle with the meters – which would result in disconnections, or to use 

dangerous and unclean alternative sources, for ordinary household use. 

These solutions are not effective at community wide level because of lack of 

organization. People prefer to keep to themselves and do whatever there is to 

solve a social problem individually. The state would therefore be in a good 

position to target defaulters and fine them. Unlike when the matter is 

organized at a social level, where solutions get propounded and the best for 

everybody would be implemented. 

 

It is possible to conclude that electricity is therefore one of the possible areas 

around which social movements can organize and work out mechanisms to 

improve service delivery, since it is clearly one of the areas of gross violation 

of human rights to multitudes of people who are supposed to be enjoying the 

fruits of living in a democracy. They are not, for the reasons expounded above 

and elsewhere.23 Furthermore, organizing around electricity in Umlazi may 

offer lessons which may prove useful for organizing around a host of other 

issues, here and elsewhere. 
 

                                                 
23 There is much and still growing literature on social struggles, especially after 2000. For an 
extensive listing and citations visit www.ukzn.ac.za/ccs.  


