Trusting consumers: Involving communities in municipal
water service decision making in Durban, South Africa
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Abstract
The Constitution of 1996 sets out the government’s responsibility to provide the public with the opportunity to be involved in
government decisions that affect their lives (R Kasrils, Former Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, 2001)
Participation is a guiding principle of South Africa’s post-apartheid water sector reforms. Yet studies indicate that substantive
and effective participation has been difficult to achieve. In an effort to develop sustainable and creative dialogue with consumers, the University of KwaZulu-Natal in partnership with eThekwini Water and Sanitation (EWS) piloted the establishment
of community-based focus groups in 3 different types of communities. The goals of the project were to build trust, generate
social capital and widen the store of available methods for enhancing dialogue between service providers and consumers.
This paper details the methods used. This pilot formed part of a larger strategy to develop and refine a methodology to be used
in a municipality-wide research and engagement strategy involving a diverse selection of wards. At the time of publication,
research in 6 wards and one similar study with people with disabilities were complete.
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Introduction: Theoretical framework
The South African water sector was institutionally reformed by the
National Water Act of 1998 and the Water Services Act of 1997
(DWAF, undated). These Acts recognise that ‘past laws relating to
water resources were discriminatory and not appropriate to South
African conditions.’ Further, ‘Without public participation, the
goals of water resource management cannot be achieved.’ (DWAF,
2005). Since that time, a large number of workshops and events
have taken place aimed at advertising the change, soliciting public
dialogue and input, and networking the new water sector infrastructure and competencies together. This reflects an understanding that
scientifically sound and technologically viable projects must also
be socially feasible (Harrison et al., 2004). Further, consumers have
important insights into how service providers can meet their needs,
and these insights are best integrated early and throughout planning
and implementation (Sigodi, Marah, Martin, 2007).
Yet, over the past 10 years, participation in the water and
sanitation sector in eThekwini municipality (formerly City of
Durban) has been weak, dominated by a conflict-based complaint ethic on the part of social movements (Desai, 2002), and a
general lack of available models of participation and corresponding forums for constructive engagement between the Municipality and the general citizenry (Macleod, 2007). It is recognised,
however, that better information flow between consumers and
eThekwini Water and Sanitation (EWS) is required for the
Department to accelerate learning to sustainably meet the challenge of service backlogs. In part this means developing mecha* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
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nisms for bringing local knowledge to bear on finding innovative new solutions to complex and intractable problems, such as
vandalism of infrastructure and consequently high non-revenue
water rates (over 30%). While a number of participatory initiatives are underway in the South African water sector, the absence
of a clear workable model for creative dialogue suggested there
was room for further practical research contributions.
Durban’s participatory deficit is not unique. Generally,
across many sectors, consultative processes are criticised for
being pro forma, ad hoc and politicised (Wilson, 2006). In
terms of South Africa’s water sector, specifically, there are a
number of studies pointing to widespread deficits, ranging from
persistent knowledge and capacity gaps to local politics and
gender inequities (Burt et al., 2006; Hagg and Emmet, 2003;
Holden and Grossman, 2005; McClennan, 2007; Muller, 2007;
Nicoli and Mtisi, 2003; Wilson and Perret, 2008). One reason
for these is that mainstream efforts at participation have been
based on the principles of conflict mitigation. They invite those
stakeholders to the table who are most vocal and/or politically
active as a means to achieve buy-in from groups most likely
to create conflict. Here, conflict mitigation takes precedence
over other objectives, such as bringing new ideas to the fore
or scanning information landscapes for innovative solutions. In
the conflict mitigation approach, the views of organised groups
– especially those who use conflict to advance complaints –
typically take precedence over those of regular consumers,
while de-emphasising the needs of less vocal or less wellorganised disadvantaged groups and categories of persons. Yet,
where conflict mitigation is the primary goal, there is little evidence that appeasement leads to sustained creative dialogue or
fresh solutions in the water sector.
In a recent state-of-the-art report by Sigodi, Marah, Martin (2007) for the Water Research Commission ‘community
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