The extent of non-compliant plumbing components
used in South Africa
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Abstract
High quality plumbing components are essential to ensure the efficient and safe supply of water, and minimise water losses
in buildings. South African legislation requires that all plumbing components installed comply with certain standards set
by the South African Bureau of Standards (SABS). Water Services Authorities are responsible for enforcing this legislation,
and are allowed to set their own additional requirements for plumbing components. This study investigated the extent of
non-compliant plumbing components used in South Africa through a number of methods, and concludes that compliance is
roughly 50%. This points to a large problem and has dire consequences for the future of effective water use and water leakage
in South Africa. A worrying finding is that the level of non-compliance seems to be particularly large in low-cost housing
developments. The main reasons for the low levels of compliance are a lack of enforcement at local government level and the
fact that legislation does not prohibit the import and sale of non-compliant components. The paper makes a number of recommendations for improving the situation.
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Introduction
Freshwater is a limited resource coming under increasing pressure as human consumption increases worldwide. This is of
particular concern in South Africa with an annual rainfall of
less than 500 mm, significantly lower than the world average of
860 mm (WRC, 2008), and classified as a water-stressed country
(UNEP, 1999). It is thus critical that water is used efficiently and
losses from water supply systems are minimised.
Water is abstracted from the environment, purified and
delivered to consumers through a piped water distribution system. Municipal water supply systems normally terminate at the
consumer property boundary, after which the installation and
maintenance of the water distribution (or plumbing) system
becomes the consumer’s responsibility. The plumbing system
is made up of various types of components (fittings), including
pipes, couplings, elbows, tees, gate valves, pressure reducing
valves, pressure relief valves, geysers (hot-water cylinders, also
known as boilers) and taps. The plumbing system generally terminates in taps or automatically operated shut-off valves (such
as a toilet cistern valve or a washing machine control valve).
It is essential that plumbing components and installation practices comply with high standards to ensure that water is supplied
effectively and safely to consumers.
In recent years, South Africa has seen a substantial increase
in the numbers of imported and pirated plumbing components
introduced onto the market, which may have significant future
implications for effective water use and public health. The aim of
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this study was to quantify the extent of non-compliant plumbing
components used in South Africa, its causes and implications,
and make recommendations for addressing the problem. This
project focussed solely on water supply plumbing components
and thus did not include drainage components.
The importance of plumbing systems is discussed in the next
section, followed by a brief overview of the plumbing industry
in South Africa. The work conducted to estimate the level of
compliance of plumbing components is then described and discussed. The paper is concluded with a general discussion and
conclusions.

Importance of plumbing systems
Water from the municipal distribution system is used for drinking, cooking and washing via a private plumbing system. It is
critical that these systems are designed, installed and maintained
to ensure that water is supplied effectively and safely. The World
Health Organisation, the World Plumbing Council and others
(WHO, 2006; Frankel, 2004) have defined a number of goals for
water supply and plumbing systems. The main requirements are
summarised below:
• Drinking water at the consumer’s tap should be available
reliably and in adequate quantities. The water should be safe
at all times.
• The supply plumbing system should not be able to degrade
the quality of drinking water. Plumbing materials should
not contain harmful substances that can leach into the water
creating health hazards.
• Each building should have an internal drinking-water piped
system, supplying drinking water from a suitable number
of accessible plumbing fixtures. Houses should have at least
one toilet, one washbasin, one kitchen sink, one bathtub or
shower, and provision for laundry facilities. For other buildings, the number and type of plumbing fixtures should be
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