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Preface

This booklet is based on a research project that arose as a direct result
of struggles of residents in the communities of Orange Farm and Phiri
against the installation of prepaid water meters by Johannesburg
Water.  Residents have come together in these areas under the banners
of the Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee and the Phiri Concerned
Residents' Forum.  They have received support from the Anti-Privatisation
Forum and the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee.  In Johannesburg,
organisations and individuals have come together in the Coalition
Against Water Privatisation to bring together struggles against water
privatisation, and particularly prepaid water meters.  

In the case made by Johannesburg Water for the installation of prepaid
meters in Phiri, it cited the case of Orange Farm as a success story for
residents, promising the same positive results for Phiri. When members of
the Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee supported the struggles of
residents in Phiri against the meters and argued that they had, in fact,
opposed Johannesburg Water's pilot project in Orange Farm, it started
becoming clear that Johannesburg Water and the Johannesburg
municipality were employing tactics of dividing communities and lying
to people to forge ahead with their plan of installing prepaid meters in
poor communities all over Johannesburg. The need for communities to
conduct their own research became necessary in order to counteract
the statements from Johannesburg Water. Through the Coalition Against
Water Privatisation, different interests, resources and skills were pooled
and shared, and a collective and participatory research project
developed with the objectives of measuring and analysing the effects
of the installation of prepaid meters in the communities of Orange Farm
and Phiri, responses by community members to their installation, and
strategies by organisations for resisting the prepaid system. The purpose
of the research would be to strengthen the campaign against the
installation of prepaid meters being waged by the Coalition Against
Water Privatisation, including the launching of legal challenges to
prepaid meters. In particular, it would assist the struggles of communities
facing the installation of prepaid meters currently, such as Orange Farm
and Phiri. The research was seen as particularly important as the logic of
the prepaid system seems already to have been accepted by the state
and private companies without proper interrogation of its attacks on
people's basic human rights, and the widespread social devastation
that it brings, reflected in the protection of the interests of Johannesburg
Water in Phiri by the state through the police force and the mobilisation
of the law. 
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This booklet is based on the results of a collective process involving
members of the Coalition Against Water Privatisation, and it represents
one part of a bigger research process including a similar study of the
effects of prepaid meters in Phiri, analyses of Johannesburg Water and
Wozani Security, and an evaluation of the strategies and tactics
employed by affiliates of the Anti-Privatisation Forum in resisting the
prepaid system. In a 2-day workshop in October 2003, members of the
Anti-Privatisation Forum and the Coalition Against Water Privatisation
decided to conduct a household survey in Stretford, Extension 4,
Orange Farm to measure the effects of the installation of prepaid water
meters on residents.  A total of 194 interviews were conducted by
members of the Research Committee, all of them members of the Anti-
Privatisation Forum and residents of Orange Farm and Phiri, in November
2003, with data-capturing, analysis and writing following from
December 2003 to March 2004.  This report is based on the results of this
survey. 

The research conducted in Orange Farm was spearheaded by Public
Citizen (a public interest organisation working against the
commodification of water services internationally and based in the
United States) and the Anti-Privatisation Forum. Financial support for the
project in Orange Farm was provided by Public Citizen. Public Citizen
also took responsibility for the co-ordination of the fieldwork. This
partnership has allowed for the sharing and development of strategies
across national boundaries, particularly significant in the context of the
globalisation of exploitation and injustices, as well as struggles. Other
organisations that have been central to the research process are
Research & Education in Development/Red, the Municipal Services
Project and Khanya College.
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Destroy The Meter / Enjoy Free Water

Introduction

When we voted in our
first democratic elections
in 1994, most of us
thought that we were
voting for proper jobs,
decent houses, access
to education, health and
welfare, and free basic
services.  We said that
we were voting for ‘a
better life for all’.  Access
to water, a basic need
for life, was something
that we took for granted
we would all get.  But
today, more and more
poor people are being
denied decent lives
because they cannot
pay for the water that
they need.  The South
African government’s
commitment to the provision of free water was quickly
replaced after 1994 by a commitment to ‘recovering the
costs of delivery’ and allowing private companies to profit
from making a business out of the provision of water.  ‘Free
basic services for all’ was replaced by the language of
‘Masakhane’ (the encouragement of ‘good citizenship’
through payment for services), which was, in turn, replaced
by the language of ‘Nothing For Mahala’ (Nothing Is Free).   
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The message of the Masakhane
campaign: ‘I’ve paid for my services!
Have You?’
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In Orange Farm, we have been poor for many years.  Many
of us have not had access to clean, safe, running water for
many years.  When we elected a new government in 1994,
we thought that we would no longer have to fight for water
in Orange Farm.  But today the introduction of prepaid
water meters in our areas has forced us to fight against the
private company that our government has allowed to
control water provision to Orange Farm, Johannesburg
Water.  Even where some of us are now able to get water
for the first time, we are not able to pay for the amount of
water that we need for our daily survival.

This booklet is based on a longer research report called
‘Nothing For Mahala’.  This booklet looks at the devastating
effects that the introduction of prepaid meters has had in
Stretford, Extension 4, a part of Orange Farm in which
Johannesburg Water started its first prepaid meter project in
Johannesburg, as well as the ways in which people have
responded to them.  It also looks at what international
human rights law and South African law say about water as
a basic human right.  Through it, we will try to show you why
it is necessary and possible to struggle and win against this
denial of our basic right to water.



Water Is Life. Water Is
A Basic Right.

"Water is my right, it is not a
privilege." (resident

interviewed in Stretford, Ext. 4)

Imagine a day without
water in your house – no
morning tea or coffee,
no brushing of teeth, no
washing or cooking of
food, no bathing or
cleaning, smelly toilets…  Life would be difficult for that day.
It is an accepted fact worldwide that water is a basic
necessity for humans to survive.  From the Bible to primary
school classes, it is taught that water is a naturally occurring
resource precious to humankind.  

The World Health Organisation says that every person needs
25 litres of water a day in order to survive.  It goes further to
state that every person needs 100 litres of water a day in
order to lead a healthy life.  This does not include water
needed to grow food, to care for the sick and so on.  

The United Nations Commission On Economic, Social And
Cultural Rights (ECOSOC) says that water is ‘indispensable
for leading a life in human dignity’, and that water is
necessary for the realisation of other human rights.

The South African Constitution says that ‘human dignity,
freedom and equality are denied’ to those who do not
enjoy any social or economic right.  Section 27 of the
constitution specifically says that every person has the right
to sufficient water, and that the state should be proactive in
ensuring the ‘progressive realisation’ of this right.  Section 7
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of the constitution says that it is the final responsibility of the
state to ensure that all rights are respected, protected,
promoted and fulfilled.  

In addition, the Water Services Act of 1997 states that water
providers must give reasonable notice before they cut off
water supplies to people.  It specifically states that a
person’s ability to pay must be taken into consideration
when making the decision to stop water provision.  

Free Water

The South African government promises that every
household will receive a basic amount of 6,000 litres of
water free every month.  If we work on an average of each
household having 8 members, this would give each person
25 litres a day.  If we look again at the World Health
Organisation figures above, we see that this is the amount of
water necessary for basic human survival.  We should come
back to these figures when we look more closely at the
average size of households in Orange Farm.  
6 Destroy The Meter



Selling Water For Profit

Despite all these protections of the right
to water, more and more people are
being expected worldwide to go
without the water that they need
because they are not able to pay for it.
Although water is a natural resource
and has historically been shared by
people, it has today become a way of making money for a
few already rich people and companies.  The world’s
economy is today controlled by a few large companies
called transnational companies (TNCs).  Their interests have
come to be represented by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), World Bank (WB) and World Trade Organisation
(WTO).  The influence of these institutions on the new South
African government has been most evident in the new
macro-economic policy it adopted in 1996, the Growth,
Employment and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR).  Amongst
other things, GEAR called for the privatisation of basic
services. 

Today there are just a handful of companies that control the
provision of water worldwide.  The 3 biggest players are
Vivendi, Suez Lyonnaise Des Eaux and Thames Water, all
European companies.  They are in the business of water
provision in over 120 countries worldwide.  Vivendi sells
water to 125 million people, and it made 8 billion US dollars
in 2002.  But such success is not always guaranteed for
transnational companies.  For example, Suez Lyonnaise Des
Eaux lost 950 million US dollars in 2002.  When companies
experience such crises, they respond by trying to lower their
costs by any means.  The introduction of prepaid meters is
one way of easing the work and responsibilities of water
providers and thereby of cutting costs and increasing profits
for them.  
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In South Africa, the Department of Water Affairs And Forestry
(DWAF) has said that it wants to install prepaid water meters
in all households.  Prepaid meters have already been
installed in Ladysmith, Mossel Bay, Alheit, Lennertsville,
Raaswater, Topline and Grootdrink in the Northern Province,
Stutterheim, Fort Beaufort, and Mpumalanga.  

In Johannesburg, water services are provided by
Johannesburg Water - a private company set up and
owned by the Johannesburg Metropolitan Council.  In 2001,
Johannesburg Water signed a five-year management
contract with the Johannesburg Water Management
Company, owned by Suez Lyonnaise Des Eaux.  This means
that water provision will be controlled and managed by a
transnational company that will work according to business
principles and its own need to make profits rather than
putting the interests of people first.  At a time when Suez
Lyonnaise Des Eaux is in serious debt, the contract in
Johannesburg is seen as one of the moneymaking
machines that will get the corporation back on track.
Johannesburg Water expects to make R86 million in profits
for the financial year 2003/2004.  It spent only 29% of its
water investments in low-income areas in financial year
2002-2003 and the rest in higher income areas. The wealthy
suburbs receive a higher percentage of Johannesburg
Water's budget despite the urgent needs in poor areas.  
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Operation Gcin’ amanzi

Johannesburg Water has started
with the installation of prepaid
meters through ‘Operation
Gcin'amanzi’ (Operation ‘Save
Water’), a campaign to encourage
the ‘saving’ of water by residents. In
this campaign, prepaid meters are
being sold as the answer to all people’s water-related
problems. Currently, prepaid water meters have been
installed in 1,389 households in Stretford Extension 4 (a
section of Orange Farm) on which Johannesburg Water has
spent R5 million. The meters are currently also being installed
in Phiri (in Soweto). Work has already begun towards their
installation in other sections of Orange Farm and Soweto, as
well as other parts of Johannesburg (e.g. Katlehong). The roll
out of water meters in townships surrounding Johannesburg
is the largest prepaid meter project in South Africa (and
perhaps the world), covering tens of thousands of
households.    

In this rollout, Stretford, Extension 4, in Orange Farm has been
called a ‘pilot project’ by Johannesburg Water.  In trying to
sell the rollout of prepaid water meters to other areas in
Johannesburg, the company has claimed that this pilot
project has been extremely successful and that residents in
Stretford, Extension 4 are pleased with the new system.   In
November 2003, residents from Orange Farm, organised
under the banner of the Orange Farm Water Crisis
Committee (OWCC), together with the Anti-Privatisation
Forum (APF) and the Coalition Against Water Privatisation,
decided to conduct research into prepaid water meters in
the area to test whether Johannesburg Water’s claims that
people are happy with the prepaid system are true.  The
discussion that follows is based on the results of this survey.
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The Experience Of Orange Farm

Background

Orange Farm is a township approximately 45 kilometres
south of Johannesburg. In the late 1980s, people from all
over Johannesburg and South Africa settled illegally on
vacant farmland in response to the growing housing crisis in
Johannesburg (Soweto, in particular), as well as to escape
political violence in Johannesburg and other parts of the
country e.g. Kwazulu-Natal. They wanted to own their own
homes and lead decent, quality lives free from the threat of
violence and want. For many who came from far away,
Orange Farm’s closeness to Johannesburg, the ‘city of
gold,’ represented greater opportunities for jobs. By
September 1997, there were almost 300,000 residents of
Orange Farm, and it was declared a township with the
promises of state provision of infrastructure and basic

service delivery. But
the introduction of
privatisation and
cost recovery as
the solutions to the
problems of access
to basic services
have prevented
these promises
from being met. 

10 Destroy The Meter



Today, there are approximately 500,000-800,000 people
residing in Orange Farm. Living side by side are old families
that have stayed since fleeing political violence or
overcrowding in the 1980s, unemployed people hoping to
find a job in or near Johannesburg, domestic workers who
were sacked and therefore lost their places of residence,
single mothers, pensioners (mainly women) supporting very
young children (most often grandchildren), people living
with HIV-AIDS, HIV-AIDS orphans, gangsters, divorced
women who have lost their access to their homes, that have
been evicted from formal housing in Johannesburg, and
people who cannot afford to reside in Johannesburg but
see a need to be close to it for survival. Significantly, there
are a large number of women, and an increasing number of
female-headed households in Orange Farm, including
single mothers. The population is also young, with 40% under
the age of 18 years. 

Living conditions in Orange Farm are undeniably poor. There
is little infrastructure development relative to the size of its
population e.g. there are only 4 public clinics, 1 public sports
centre, no libraries, and few street lights. Approximately two-
thirds of people in Orange Farm live in self-made shacks.
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Those who have been able to
afford to, have built more
formal structures, and it is
common to see a house in
progress next to a shack in
which people are still living.
The majority of people in
Orange Farm are
unemployed or engaged in
casual or contract jobs, or in
informal economic activity,
such as hawking. Service
delivery in the area ranges
from poor to non-existent.
Sanitation is poor with most
households relying on pit
latrines rather than flush toilets.
Access to water and
electricity has been limited for the majority of residents.
Today, most of Orange Farm pays for electricity through the
prepaid system. There are still small areas that do not have
access to electricity, and use candles and paraffin as
sources of energy. The prepaid system has also resulted in
households using electricity only for certain tasks (usually
with a short and limited time span, such as watching
television), and paraffin, wood, coal and gas for others
(such as cooking, which happen over longer periods of time
and therefore consume more energy). Initial water supply to
the area was provided by trucking water in or through
communal pipes shared by a number of households. Over
the years, individuals organised their own connections from
these pipes to taps in the yards of their individual
households. There are some areas of Orange Farm that
continue to be supplied with water that is trucked in and
stored in tanks. Water cut-offs also happen often and
without prior warning in Orange Farm.
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Findings Of Our Research

Consultation or Deception?:
Johannesburg Water Enters Orange Farm
90% of the residents we interviewed stated that they had
been told by Johannesburg Water that the project was
started in order to install flush toilets. They had been
prepared to pay for proper sewerage and sanitation, and
had accepted the prepaid meters in order to access these
essential services. Many had believed that they had to
agree to the installation of
the meters in order to get
flush toilets. Residents now
feel deceived by the
installation of prepaid water
meters and a sewerage
system that is constantly
blocked. 

"They consulted us - yes, but
they didn’t listen to us. We
didn’t agree to them."

Resident of Stretford, Ext. 4
interviewed

30% of respondents told researchers that they had not
participated in any meetings or received any information
from Johannesburg Water about the prepaid system. Of
those who said that they had been consulted through
meetings, many noted that their concerns had not been
taken into consideration. Instead, they felt that
Johannesburg Water had decided only to convince
community leaders in order to legitimise the project. 

"Street committees told us that this is development."
Resident interviewed
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Many called the consultation superficial and felt let down
by community leaders. The decision to initiate Operation
Gcin'amanzi in Orange Farm was indeed a top-down
decision.

"This thing of prepaid water meters – it was a surprise to
the extension 4 community. We only accepted it
because we were desperate for flush toilets."

Resident interviewed

"If you were not [able to] pay [the] installation fee [of
R100] you were not going to receive the installation free
[of toilets] – but prepaids were installed for free."

Resident interviewed

"They asked if they want this prepaid meter and that if
they don’t get meters they don’t get flush toilets. The
‘ward committees’ they said Ext. 4 doesn’t have the
budget. The councillor said there is nothing for mahala
and she denied that there is no budget."

Resident interviewed

"I knew nothing about the installation of prepaid water
meters."

Resident interviewed

According to Johannesburg Water, the prepaid meter
project in Stretford, Extension 4 was implemented to "ensure
that all residents have access to their monthly allocation of
6,000 litres of free essential water."

50% of respondents did not have an explanation or reason
for why prepaid water meters were installed while the rest
stated that they had been notified at public meetings that
they had been wasting water in the previous communal
system and that the prepaid system would assist in reducing
this wastage. During our discussions with the local
Johannesburg Water Manager, he also said this.
Johannesburg Water will not release statistics to show how
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much water was consumed
prior to the prepaid scheme,
but as we have seen, it was
argued that the reason to
install prepaid meters was in
order to curb consumption.
While Johannesburg Water
would like us to believe that
this is an attempt at reducing
‘unnecessary’ and ‘wasteful’
consumption, in the case of
Stretford, Extension 4, people
interviewed stated that they
have found ways to gain
access to water without
having to pay for it e.g.
women walk long distances
(often more than 200m) to
collect water when they cannot afford to purchase
additional water units but still need water. 

Despite the need for water in excess of 6,000 litres per
month, and the objection of residents, Johannesburg Water
went ahead and installed prepaid water meters in Stretford,
Extension 4. Johannesburg Water subsidised the cost of
prepaid water meters - each household received an initial
installation subsidy of R3,600. Each household paid R100 in
connection fees for sewerage and technically none for
water. The total project investment for 1389 households was
R5 million. Today, water ‘units’ can be purchased in two
stores in the township and applied to a plastic key holding a
chip with the information needed to activate the water
meter. One meter has been installed for every stand, with
households occupying 2 stands being supplied with 2
meters and so on. Previously free communal taps were
removed when the project was finalised in 2003.
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Johannesburg Water’s ‘consultative’ meetings with the
community gave residents no power to change the plan of
Johannesburg Water to install prepaid meters.

"People who have money agreed so there was nothing
they can say or do."

Resident interviewed

It also saw the beginnings of divisions in the community of
Stretford, Extension 4, with tensions already emerging
between those who were able to afford to pay for the
prepaid meters and those who were not.

Johannesburg Water says that it relies on a "community
information sharing system," in Orange Farm.  This involves
their sharing of information with community Ward
Committee members. In Orange Farm, residents are
organised in Ward Committees (also known as street
committees), which are elected by residents, but which
report to and ‘advise’ the local Councillor ‘on behalf of
residents.’ Residents complain that these committees serve
various party political interests and individual interests rather
than the interests of the community in general.  In Stretford,
Extension 4, when Johannesburg Water opened up the
tender process for contractors to apply to do the work
involved in installing prepaid water meters, they did so
through the Ward Committees.  Individuals in the Ward
Committees themselves tendered for these contracts and
were awarded them (by themselves).  Ward Committee
members have therefore had vested interests in making sure
that the prepaid project continues in Orange Farm as they
have money to make through the project.
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Living conditions in Stretford, Extension 4

Household Size & Income Levels
All of the households that
we included in our
research live on less than
R2,000 a month, with 30%
of respondents stating
that their households do
not have any stable
income each month and
95% of respondents’
household incomes falling
below R1,500. 56% of
households survive on less
than R500. 

For the majority of
households we spoke to
(95%), the main source of
income is the only source
of income for the
household.  29% of
households rely on the
state for their basic income
(in the form of grants and
pensions). 

Our research also shows that only 50% of households have
some kind of income related to work (informal, including
self-employment, and formal), with most people in the area
being employed in elementary occupations or as craft and
related trade workers. Formal employment is hard to come
by in the township. And in order to find employment a steep
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Income level Percentage of
households (%)

No income 30

Below R200 11

R200 - R500 15

R500-R1000 32

R1000-R1500 8

R1500-R2000 2

Above R2000 2

Main source of
income

Percentage of
households (%)

Salary 35.8

Pension 19.2

Self-Employed
Person 15

Childcare Grant 16

Fostercare
Grant 2



R11 is charged for a bus ticket to the centre of
Johannesburg where the competition is high and the jobs
are few. The kinds of pay earned in Johannesburg also
hardly cover the costs of transportation for many. 

In such poor economic conditions, it is difficult to imagine
how Johannesburg Water and the Johannesburg
Metropolitan Council can expect residents of this area to
pay for the water that they need. 

Housing
62% of residents interviewed live in self-made shacks. 

Electricity
83% of residents we interviewed have access to electricity
through the pre-paid system; 14% have normal meters and
pay for electricity after using it; and 2% have no electricity.
62% of residents also use primus stoves for cooking, with an
additional 15% making use of coal stoves, and 3% wood
stoves. 

Water & Sanitation
The majority of residents (80%)
have flush toilets outside their
homes; 18% have flush toilets inside
their homes; and 3% have pit
latrines. This would be the case as
the majority of residents would
have signed onto the prepaid
meter system that was pitched to
residents as a means of getting
flush toilets. While residents had
expected flush toilets to provide
the solutions to all their sanitation
needs, many still experience problems with the new system. 
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“The problem we are having is that when the toilet is
blocked we have to unblock it ourselves and that the
pipes of toilets are sort of combined. If my toilet blocks
the neighbours also block.”

Respondent 6
"Toilets get blocked when we run out of toilet paper – we
have to use newspaper."

Respondent 39

Most households cannot afford expensive toilet paper; so
they resort to newspaper and the sewers get blocked.
Residents are required to unblock the toilets themselves. This
is work that in the wealthy, white suburbs is considered paid
labour. But in order to save money, Johannesburg Water
relies on the sheer necessity for hygiene and sanitation in
Orange Farm to make
residents provide this
service for themselves
and at a cost to their
own financial positions
and good health. In this
way, a new form of
voluntarism has started
taking shape in Stretford,
Extension 4, with
unemployed residents
providing their own basic
services traditionally the
responsibility of the state. 

In the past, water was delivered in the area from free
communal taps or from water tankers. The majority of
residents have no experience with payment for water and
no water arrears. However, this is changing under the
prepaid system of delivery.
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Buying Water

"I am poor about this prepaid and every time I have to
buy water with my last money for food. Sometimes my
children sleep without food."

Resident interviewed

According to Johannesburg Water staff in Orange Farm
almost none of the households buy units for water.  In our
research, those residents who were able to answer
questions related to their spending on water reflected an
average amount of  R31.20 spent on buying water each
month - equal to a household using 13.8 kilolitres of water
per household per month.   With the average household size
amongst those we interviewed being 5 residents, this would
mean that an average of 94 litres is consumed per person a
day. However, our results also show that the majority of
households (54.8%) buy less than 11 kilolitres of water per
month, translating into an average daily consumption of less
than 73 litres per person. Information is easily detectable in

the computerised system,
but Johannesburg Water
has refused us access to
information in order to
compare the accuracy
of our results. Also
significant is the fact that
4.7% of households are
unable to afford
additional water units to
meet their needs.

The current water
expenditure in Stretford,
Extension 4 is relatively
high considering the
promised delivery of 6
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Spent on water per
month

Percent
(%)

Can't afford to buy units 4.7

R1-10 28.9

R11-20 22.2

R21-30 6.7

R31-40 5.7

R41-50 3.2

R51 or more 20.9

Don't know 7.7

Total number of responses =157



kilolitres of free water and the low incomes in many
households.  Only one year into the prepaid meter  project
in Stretford, Extension 4, half of the households have
experienced the grief of running out of water units because
they have not had sufficient funds to purchase units. 

"I have not had water since October – I have been
fetching water from the neighbours." 

Resident interviewed

As a result of the inability to pay, households have found
other ways to gain access to water. Women walk far to find
free sources of water. A petrol station in the area is a source
as are other extensions of the township where communal
taps still provide free services. But such solutions will be
eliminated in the future with prepaid meters set to be
installed throughout Orange Farm.

‘Free Water’

Johannesburg Water claims that it delivers 6 kilolitres of
water free of charge to every household in Stretford,
Extension 4 as a result of the prepaid system – added to the
meters at the beginning of the month. However, 46% of
residents interviewed said that they do receive the
allocated free water, 24% said that they do not receive this
free water, and 29% were unsure about whether they get
this water. With 20% of households reporting that their meters
had broken at some point it is likely that the free water does
not reach the residents despite the claims of Johannesburg
Water. 

Even where residents do receive the free 6,000 litres, this
amount is not enough to cover the needs of all members of
households.  The majority of residents interviewed stated
that they are now unable to afford to have the amount of
water that they need for their daily activities.  Remember
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that the World Health Organisation has said that every
person needs 25 litres of water a day in order to survive, and
100 litres of water a day in order to lead a healthy life.  Our
research shows that the average size of households in
Stretford, Extension 4 is 5.  If every household receives 6,000
litres of free water a month, each member of the household
would be expected to live on about 40 litres of water a day.
While this amount allows for basic survival, it is well below the
amount of water needed for a person to live a healthy life.
When Johannesburg Water spends so much time and
money trying to show us how much we can do with 6,000
litres of water, it does not take into account the fact that we
live in big households and therefore need far more than
6,000 litres of water a month in order to lead decent and
healthy lives.   

In our research, 47% of residents had asked their neighbours
for water since receiving prepaid meters as they had been
unable to buy water units. Residents have begun to change
their behaviour, trying to reduce their necessary
consumption of water. The table below shows the

A johannesburg Water mural
in Orange Farm advises on the
uses of the 6,000 litres of ‘Free
Essential Water’:

20l water for cleaning
1 sinkfull of dishes a day
6 body washes a day
1 clothes wash every second day
2 kettles of water every day
12l of drinking water per day



percentage of
r e s i d e n t s
interviewed who
have reduced
certain activities as
a result of their
inability to pay for
water for these
tasks. 

"[Water] is important; I
must have water. If I
don’t have flush toilets,
a lot of diseases will
come. Water is life. If
there is no water, there
is no life."

Respondent 38

Insufficient amounts of water for basic necessities, such as
bathing, washing and various cleaning activities, creates an
ideal environment for diseases and poor health in Stretford,
Extension 4.  Lack of readily available clean water for the
treatment of the sick, in particular people living with HIV-
AIDS, is now a growing problem. In addition, there are a
number of households that survive on such low incomes as
they are able to grow their own food. Gardens in Stretford
extension 4 have simply disappeared due to the
unaffordability of the water, eliminating an important
subsidy to food purchases, especially in  very poor
households. Water is essential for sustaining food gardens,
and the prepaid system prevents people from controlling
their nutritional needs, thereby further endangering their
health. Health risks also arise when water is recycled by
households for different purposes e.g. washing clothes and
then using the same water to bath. 
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Activity
Percentage of

respondents who
limit this activity due

to inability to pay

Flush the toilet
every time 32

Bathe 66

Wash dishes 67

Cooking 55

Drinking 57

Cleaning 66

Gardening 26



Problems With Delivery Of Water Services

"We buy water but when Joburg Water cut off water no
one informs us."

Respondent 29

"This meter has problem because there is cut-off without
consulting us. When I buy water there is no water, but I
found only the pressure of wind."

Respondent 59

With prepaid water meters there are no procedures to warn
users when water will be cut off. The responsibility is for the
users to pay up front and control their usage or buy
additional water units to prevent cut offs. In addition,
residents in Stretford, Extension 4 indicated that there are
times when there is no water even if they have credit on
their meters.

These problems are made worse when people are unable
to reach the stores that sell water units. For most residents
these are located more than 200 meters away from the
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household. In addition, the stores do not have a 24-hour
service and if households run out of water after hours there
is no means of accessing water until the store is open again. 

"Sometimes when they go to buy units they say the
machine [computer] is not working – you will have to
come back tomorrow."

Resident interviewed

The computer systems also break down on a regular basis.
Once this happens residents in Stretford, Extension 4 are
unable to purchase water units until the system is working
again. If residents are out of water, they scrape the money
together to purchase a new unit and are told to wait
another 24 hours. Meanwhile, there is little relief or
alternative.

The prepaid meters themselves have been the source of
many problems with water delivery in Stretford, Extension 4.
While Johannesburg Water local employees claim that they
have never had any breakdown of the new water meters,
our research shows that meters in 20% of households had
broken down. 

“[When my water meter broke] I asked for help from the
contractors, but was told that it was my own problem.”

Resident interviewed

"They told me that if this prepaid is broken I must fix it
myself. We are not working inside the house and this
prepaid don’t give us the free water they promised.”

Resident interviewed

Approximately 50% of those who have reported problems
with their water meters have been told that it is their own
responsibility to fix the water meters, while others were told
that the water meters come with a guarantee. 
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Social Impact

"I am no longer
doing gardening."

Resident
interviewed

"At the funeral I used
too much water for
cooking, washing
dishes. [There were]
many visitors and
they all bathed and
slaughtered [animal
slaughtering during
the celebration]."

Resident
interviewed

Township life is characterised by communal celebrations
and mournings, often needing large amounts of water.
Weddings and funerals are two such occasions. Prepaid
meters make such events difficult as they limit the amount of
water that can be used. Limitation of water use creates
tensions amongst residents and within households as the
relationship to water is individualised. It is no longer possible
to walk into a neighbour’s house and ask for a glass of water
freely. As researchers, we were asked to pay 20c for a glass
of water by residents during our fieldwork in Stretford,
Extension 4. Workers digging the trenches for the prepaid
meters to be installed, also told us that they had been
unable to get water from residents without paying for it.  

Inadequate access to water is creating other kinds of
divisions between residents from Stretford, Extension 4 and
residents from other parts of Orange Farm. For example,
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residents noted that it was easy to recognise children from
Stretford, Extension 4 in the local schools as children from this
area go to school in dirty clothes. 

The increased need to beg for water from neighbours also
contributes to these tensions and divisions. In Stretford,
Extension 4 many respondents described how they had to
beg for water from neighbours because they had no
money. Begging and borrowing also produce unequal
relations of power between those who have water and
those who don’t. 

Prepaid meters in Stretford, Extension 4 have increased the
burden of households. Traditionally, the needs of the
household have been provided by women, who care for
the sick and the elderly, cook, clean and generally provide
for the reproductive needs of the household. When the
ability to meet these needs is compromised through
insufficient water, for example, it is women who find ways of
making the household cope. In Stretford, Extension 4 our
research shows that it is indeed women, and children, who
walk longer distances to collect water for the household, for
example. And, of the households surveyed, in 52% women
are responsible for buying water units, in 27% men buy water
units, and in 16% this is a shared responsibility. 

In general terms, prepaid meters place untold pressures on
social relations. As social relations are gendered, such
pressures have, at times, consequences for gender relations
in communities. The following table represents the attitudes
that residents interviewed have with regard to the effects of
prepaid water meters in the area.

These results show clearly that claims made by
Johannesburg Water that residents of Stretford, Extension 4
are happy with the prepaid water system, are false.
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However, Johannesburg Water has continued to promote
the installation of prepaid water meters in Phiri, Soweto, and
in other parts of Orange Farm. 

Operation Gcin'amanzi has created a few contract low-
wage jobs for the unemployed. At a visit to the installation
happening in Stretford, Extension 4 in September 2002,
workers reported that they had been hired as independent
contractors, working for a Johannesburg Water
subcontractor. The workers received no benefits and
worked for as little as R15 per day. With such a low level of
payment the workers could hardly afford to buy water
themselves. During a second visit to the site in November
2003, these workers were no longer employed. Instead, new
sets of workers had been hired by yet another
subcontractor to dig more ditches for Operation
Gcin’amanzi in Orange Farm. Over half of the workers
interviewed did not reside in Orange Farm and feared the
ending of the project, as they would lose their employment.
The workers from outside Stretford, Extension 4 were
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Attitude Percentage (%) of
respondents agree

Prepaid water means that families steal
water from each other. 56

Water problems increase violence in the
area. 66

Water problems increase domestic
violence 62

Women have more work with prepaid
water meters. 60

When we don’t have water it distorts
our working life. 78
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introduced to prepaid water meters from residents in the
area while working there: when in need of a cup of water
they were asked by residents to pay up front. 

Responses

There have been various responses to the
installation of prepaid water meters in
Stretford, Extension 4, ranging from
individual household coping
mechanisms to organisational and
community campaigns to resist this
programme. 

Individual responses include
finding alternative sources of
free water (e.g. collecting water
from other extensions in Orange
Farm), and reducing the amount
of water consumed by households (e.g. by using
the same water for different purposes like washing
clothes and then cooking with the same water).
An additional response that our research project
did not openly measure has been that of illegal water
connections.   However, it is a widely known fact that many
residents do connect illegally to water.  Interestingly,
residents interviewed were divided in their attitudes to the
issue of illegal water connections. While 91% stated that they
believed water should be free, 49% said that they do
support poor households connecting themselves to water
without payment and 45% said that they do not support
such actions. 75% of residents interviewed said that they
would be prepared to speak to lawyers with regard to
mounting legal action against Johannesburg Water.



The Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee represents an
organisational response to the installation of prepaid meters
in Stretford, Extension 4 and Orange Farm generally.  In
August 2002, Johannesburg Water announced its plans to
publicly launch the prepaid water meter pilot project in
Stretford, Extension 4. The newly formed Orange Farm Water
Crisis Committee called a mass meeting for residents in
Stretford, Extension 4.  The meeting took place in an open
street in Stretford, Extension 4. About 200 residents from
Orange Farm, in particular Stretford, Extension 4, attended,
and it was mainly women who attended and spoke. The
meeting was also attended by members of the Anti-
Privatisation Forum. Resident after resident complained into
a loudhailer of how they had been deceived by
Johannesburg Water and were opposed to the prepaid
water meters. They also complained about the role of
Councillors and Ward Committee members, and the role of
the African National Congress in the area. This was the start
of a campaign throughout Orange Farm denouncing
Johannesburg Water and the prepaid system. Stretford,
Extension 4 and the rest of Orange Farm were covered in
graffiti saying, ‘Destroy The Meter. Enjoy the water.’, ‘Water
Is Life’, ‘Down With Privatisation’, ‘Away With Johannesburg
Water!’, etc. Much of this graffiti is still visible today.
Johannesburg Water did not have its planned public
launch. However, the installation of meters quietly
continued.

Today Johannesburg Water is continuing with Operation
Gcin’amanzi in other extensions of Orange Farm.  The
Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee has been busy
organising house meetings and mass meetings, trying to
unite residents to struggle for the right to free water.  If you
would like to join the campaign for free water in Orange
Farm, please contact the Orange Farm Water Crisis
Committee.
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Glossary of terms

Cost Recovery
Cost recovery is a term that has come to be used
increasingly by the World Bank and International Monetary
Fund in relation to the strategy of privatisation.  It refers to
the business principle of pricing goods and services in such
a way as to ensure that costs incurred in their delivery by
private companies are recovered from consumers directly.   

GEAR
The Growth, Employment & Redistribution Strategy, the
macro-economic policy framework adopted by the South
African government in 1996.  Many people have argued
that GEAR marked a major change in the approach of the
African National Congress to economic policy, away from
the Reconstruction & Development Programme, which
committed the state to playing a greater role in redressing
South Africa's apartheid legacy to a neoliberal approach, in
which the state's role has been to open up the delivery of
public services to private interests.

Transnational Corporations
Transnational corporations are large, privately owned
companies that operate in many countries.  Most
transnational corporations also produce a number of
different goods and services.  Examples of South African
companies that are transnational are Anglo American, De
Beers and Sanlam.

World Trade Organisation
This is the main international organisation that governs world
trade.  Governments of 127 countries are members of the
World Trade Organisation, accounting for 90% of world
trade.
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The World Bank & International Monetary Fund
These are 2 of the most important international financial
institutions dominating the world economy today.  They
were both formed at the Bretton Woods Conference
(United Nations Monetary & Finance Conference) in 1944,
which set out the 'rules' for the global economy after the
Second World War, concentrating on the post-war
economies of the developed world initially.  Over time their
functions changed to 'assist' developing economies.  Both
institutions are today known for their lending of money to
developing countries in exchange for these countries
adopting neoliberal economic policies.  These relationships
of lending and borrowing have come to be known as
structural adjustment programmes.

World Health Organisation
This is a United Nations Agency, created in 1948 to provide
global leadership in health issues; establish global standards
for health; assist governments to strengthen national health
programs; and to develop health technologies. Perhaps its
greatest accomplishment was leadership in the eradication
of smallpox announced in 1980.
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