The use and disposal of greywater in the non-sewered areas
of South Africa: Part 2 – Greywater management options
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Abstract
Greywater has been identified as a key area of research in South Africa owing to the fact that service delivery in low-income
areas largely consists of on-site dry sanitation with communal water points where greywater has the potential to create a host
of environmental and health problems. The main aim of this study was to investigate the use and disposal of greywater in
non-sewered areas in South Africa and this included developing options for the management thereof, both in terms of reducing health and environmental risks as well as possibly providing benefits through controlled reuse. This paper reports on
observations made in the course of a two-year study that examined greywater management in 39 low-income non-sewered
settlements situated in 6 of the 9 provinces. Proposals are made for the selection of various greywater management options as
well as guidance for the planning for, and handling of, greywater from low-income areas.
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Introduction
There is a noticeable gap between government policies on urban
water provision and drainage in South Africa. Studies have
shown that greywater, here defined as the wastewater that is
produced from household processes (washing dishes, laundry,
bathing) without input from toilets (Ludwig, 1997), is a major
problem in low-income settlements without sewerage and represents a significant health and environmental threat (Wood et
al., 2001). On the other hand it is generally accepted that the
systematic use of greywater in certain settlements could provide
benefits as supplementary irrigation for household-level gardening (Alcock, 2002).
The Water Research Commission of South Africa (WRC)
thus commissioned a two-year investigation to establish to understand the use and disposal of greywater in the non-sewered areas
of South Africa. In the context of this study, non-sewered areas
were defined as those areas without on-site waterborne sanitation. These are generally informal settlements in urban and periurban areas, but also include formal settlements in peri-urban
areas that have implemented dry sanitation systems, as well as
households in rural and communal authority areas. Settlements
with dysfunctional or inadequate sewerage systems (particularly
communal toilet facilities) were also included in the definition of
non-sewered areas. There were two main outputs envisaged for
the project, one at a strategic level and the other at an implementation level. Government policy makers require guidance in the
development of strategies for the management of greywater, particularly with respect to typical greywater generation rates and
the likely impact of changes in the service levels associated with
water and sanitation services. Residents and municipal planners
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need help in determining greywater management options as
well as ways to reduce any negative impacts.
This paper is the second in a series of two on the outcome
of this investigation, and reports on observations made in the
course of a two-year study that examined greywater management in 39 low-income non-sewered settlements situated in 6
of the 9 provinces of South Africa. Proposals are made for the
selection of various greywater management options as well as
guidance for the planning for, and handling of, greywater from
low-income areas.

Methodology
On-site surveys of the selected settlements were conducted over
a period of approximately one year with the aid of standardised
questionnaires. At each site, the current greywater management and recycling activities were investigated. The volumes of
greywater generated were calculated from the amount of water
consumed per household (usually determined by the number
of buckets of water collected during each day) multiplied by a
return factor of 75%. General observations were also made of the
physical surroundings, climate and topography, as well as any
environmental considerations related to the settlement. Limited
water quality sampling of typical greywater and source water
was undertaken, mainly through the use of field test kits, to get
a general understanding of the overall quality of the greywater
emanating from non-sewered areas, particularly in respect of its
nutrient loading and oxygen demand.

Findings from the site surveys
The information gathered during the site surveys provided a
general overview of the large variety of conditions that occur in
non-sewered settlements in SA and highlighted the implications
of certain settlement characteristics on greywater management
in these areas. The main environmental and sociological find-
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