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Abstract
This paper analyses the continuities and changes in water management in the Olifants basin after the first decade of implementation of the National Water Act (1998). By taking a historical perspective of the basin development trajectory, the paper
shows how the White minority rulers, who exerted power until 1994, systematically denied historically disadvantaged individuals (HDIs) the right to become significant water users, let alone ‘economically viable’ water users. In contrast, White
water users undertook major water resource development, which, by the 1970s resulted in the emergence of a ‘White water
economy’. Under the new dispensation (post-1994), the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) took a twopronged approach in the Olifants basin and elsewhere for redressing the inequities of the past. On the one hand, from the
central top down, it opened up the ‘White water economy’ into a water economy serving especially ‘economically viable
water users’, who rapidly ceased to be White only. As reflected in a range of new measures taken in the Olifants basin, in this
new water economy DWAF better targets bulk domestic supplies to HDIs, has more public participation, and is strengthening
its regulatory role in terms of cost-recovery, environmental issues, and pollution prevention. On the other hand DWAF seeks
to fill the enormous backlog in water services delivery to HDIs, not only for domestic water uses, but increasingly also for
productive uses. The major challenge of bottom-up coordinated service delivery for multiple uses through the newly established Provincial and Local Governments and the transforming line agencies is addressed under the recently launched Water
for Growth and Development Initiative.
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Introduction
The Olifants basin is one of the two HELP basins in South Africa.
The basin stretches from the small eastern part of Gauteng Province, via the western and middle part of Mpumalanga Province to
the southern part of Limpopo Province into the Kruger National
Park, before the Olifants River flows into Mozambique. Mean
annual rainfall is in the range of 500 mm to 800 mm over most
of the basin with wide annual and spatial variations (NWRS,
2004a). In order to mitigate these climatic vagaries, most water
resources in the basin have been developed and competition for
water among small rural users, urban users, mines, industries,
large-scale agriculture, forestry, and eco-tourism is among the
strongest in South Africa.
In spite of the high level of water development, poverty is
widespread among the population of 2.5 million inhabitants and
32% of all households in the basin have no income at all. The
annual incomes of another 30% of the households are less than
1 US$ (approximately ZAR 8.00) per day (SSA, 2003; Magagula,
2006). Former homelands constitute only 26% of the area but
house 60% of the population, all Africans. Africans constitute
94% and Coloureds and Indians 1% of the population. Whites are
a minority of 5% (Magagula, 2007). In this paper on the Olifants
basin, the expression ‘Historically Disadvantaged Individuals’
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(HDIs) mainly refers to Africans. Inequities in the distribution
of water use are extreme. Over 95% of the water resources are
controlled by only 0.5% of the population (Cullis and Van Koppen, 2007). Hardly any of the HDIs has a water entitlement in
his or her name. Indeed, the key water challenge in this basin,
as in many other basins in South Africa, is the improvement of
the livelihoods of all, among others through stronger legal and
realised water entitlements.
This challenge is recognised by the South African Government, including its Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
(DWAF). Redressing the inequities of the past and poverty eradication are enshrined in the new Constitution (RSA, 1996). They
are also the overarching objectives of the Water Services Act
(1997) and the National Water Act (NWA) (1998). The formulation and promulgation of this widely renowned piece of water
legislation were part and parcel of the broader watershed changes
in South Africa since the first democratic elections in 1994.
After one decade of implementation of the Water Services
Act and National Water Act in the Olifants basin, trends are
emerging. As argued in this paper, these trends become considerably more visible by taking a historical perspective. History
explains causes of the legacy of widespread poverty and inequities in access to water in the Olifants basin, as inherited from the
past, and better highlights both the continuities and the changes
overtime. The aim of this paper is to provide such analysis of the
pre- and post-1994 ‘basin development trajectory’ (Molle, 2003).
The analysis is based on a literature review and interviews with
policy makers, legislators, scientists, implementers, civil society, and the range of water users in the basin, including the poor,
throughout this first decade of implementation. In the following,
the history is addressed first before proceeding to the post-1994
era. Geographical sites are indicated by their current names.
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