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Abstract
The Water Services Act (No. 8 of 1997) of South Africa states that water service delivery is the responsibility of local
government as Water Services Authorities. The principal legal responsibility is to complete a Water Services Development
Plan (WSDP) every 5 years with annual review. The WSDP encapsulates all the responsibilities and tasks required in water
service delivery. However, it does not spell out local government’s role in water resource protection or its responsibilities as
far as integrated water resource management is concerned. It is well known in South Africa that there is a challenging level
of inadequate capacity in technical and administrative skills in local government to adequately fulfil water service delivery.
This paper highlights the consequences of this incapacity for municipalities and their difficulties in fulfilling their responsibilities as service providers. A framework is provided within which improvements can be brought about, with guidance on
how to engage in the practice of integrated water resource management (IWRM) in the context of the legal framework for
water services. The additional tasks and changes required to practise IWRM are set in the context of the WSDP. The framework provides a guide for a municipality to first accomplish an adequate WSDP, and then to gradually implement IWRM.
A discussion on the skills needed to accomplish, firstly, a comprehensive WSDP, and secondly, IWRM, is included.
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Introduction
Internationally, in recent years, a more integrated approach
to the management of natural resources has been advocated.
Integrated water resource management (IWRM) is such a
process and it promotes the co-ordinated development and
management of water and land so as to maximise economic
and social welfare without compromising the sustainability
of vital ecosystems (Global Water Partnership, 2000; DWAF,
2004a). One of the aims of IWRM is to improve all aspects of
water resource management progressively – the way we collect water, store water, distribute water, conserve water and
keep water pure. IWRM thus aims to find a balance between
the social, environmental and technological perspectives of
water resource management.
The South African National Water Act (Act 36 of 1998)
(NWA) promotes an integrated catchment-based approach
to water resource management. The law promotes a more
equitable and sustainable use of our water and makes water
‘everybody’s business’. Since we all have a right to water, we
also have a right to participate in the way it is managed and
allocated – with participation being organised in terms of
catchments (NWA, Chapters 2 and 7). Local government (LG),
being strategically located between the national policy-making
level and water consumers, has a significant role to play in
water management and in engaging local communities to participate in IWRM processes.
According to the South African Constitution (Act No.
107 of 1996) and the Water Services Act (Act No. 108 of
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1997) water service delivery is a core responsibility for local
government, whether as a water services authority or as a
water services provider. Carrying out this responsibility
faultlessly and lawfully should be the goal. IWRM would
require a general review of management practices. From
our observations, municipal officials tend to function within
their directorates without sufficient cross-directorate interaction. Municipal officials are traditionally pre-occupied
with delivering water and sanitation to households and
generally do not want to consider the health of rivers and
wetlands as part of their sphere of responsibility. In order to
practice IWRM, they will have to adopt a holistic and integrated approach to water service delivery and water resource
management.

The IWRM plan guidelines for local authorities
In 2007 a report entitled Integrated Water Resource
Management Plan Guidelines for Local Authorities was published under the auspices of the Water Research Commission
(WRC) (Burke, 2007). This guideline sets out a new integrated
approach to the management of water resources and water
services for local government. If the guideline is to be implemented, municipal management structures will have to be
extensively reviewed. This task and a new approach to management would be a daunting prospect to a constituency already
failing to comply adequately with the Water Services Act
mandates, under present management systems and with current
available capacity.
This paper examines how local government can engage in
the practice of IWRM in the context of the legal framework
for water services. The framework presented here provides a
more consolidated guide for local government officials on how
to improve water service delivery with water resource management, in line with the tasks mandated in the WSDP, without
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