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Abstract
This article is based on an in-depth case study of urban water services to poor households in the community of Eastwood,
Pietermaritzburg, in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, for the period 2005-2007. The article adopts a mixedmethodological approach. Despite government progress in delivering water infrastructure post-1994, ability to pay for the
service limited access. The free basic water policy, initiated by national Government in 2001, sought to provide all citizens,
but particularly the poor, with a basic supply of free water. The concessions were envisaged to improve public health, gender and equity, affordability, and as an instrument of post-apartheid redress and poverty alleviation. Once free basic water
(FBW) was declared a new imperative for local government the debate on exactly how much was enough, why 6 kℓ was
chosen, the structure of the offering and broader state intentions opened up. This article positions the FBW offering within
the prevailing international discourse on ‘need’ calculation. Through the exploration of actual water consumption patterns
of urban poor households, the ideological assumptions and ‘scientific’ calculations underpinning this discourse were found
to have ignored the fluidness of use as well as the value of water beyond mere physiological need. In this regard, access to
FBW was conditioned on a small household size and further predicated the modification of normal water activities and lifestyle and carried a disproportionate social cost. The free basic volume of 6 kℓ was found to have no resonance with actual
water volumes consumed by the majority of Eastwood households.
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Introduction
Before 2001 all water actually consumed had to be paid for,
since the new Government only committed itself initially to
the Reconstruction and Development Programme’s objective
of providing access (i.e. infrastructure) (ANC, 1994; DWAF,
2002b). People had to pay for all their water and their ability to pay restricted access even when infrastructure was
offered (Kasrils, 2001). In 2001 free basic water (FBW) was
introduced as a major ‘pro-poor’ intervention that forms part
of the ‘third way’ between welfarism and neoliberalism. The
FBW policy, on the one hand, seeks to provide all citizens,
but particularly the poor, with a basic supply of free water
(6 kℓ per household per month; 200 ℓ per household per day
or 8 members per household using 25 ℓ per capita per day),
but on the other seeks to school the poor in values of responsibility. The policy was initiated by national Government
based on the principles of improving public health, gender
and equity, to meet the constitutional right of South Africans
to water and as a developmental concession in the context of
post-apartheid redress and poverty alleviation (ANC, 2000;
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DWAF, 2002a). By 2003 the state argued that FBW was a
component of the ‘social wage’ and was increasingly to be
delivered to targeted populations on a means-tested basis
through local municipal ‘Indigent Policies’ (RSA, 2000a;
DPLG, 2005; Schreiner, 2007).
This paper explores the issue of the volumes of water
received and required by poor households to meet their consumption needs. Via the optic of free basic water, this research
considers how much, and how, water services are offered
through the FBW Policy and the Indigent Policy. In this regard,
municipal consumption records are analysed together with how
women actually use water in the home, and through examining the effects of such concessions within the functioning of
homes. This moves a step beyond the quantitative basic water
requirement debates and contributes to a more robust picture
of the water volumes within an understanding of the notions of
water-related needs, dignity and gendered equity as perceived
by poor women. Water services are understood as more than
a resource and positioned within a closer proximity to poor
households’ notions of time, dignity and citizenship within the
post-apartheid context.
This article explores notions and conceptions of water
usage, the metered volumes of water used, comparisons across
and within various defined groups, and problems around
the adequacy of FBW volumes. The influence of restriction,
tampering and payment scope on consumption levels is investigated; and the conditions of households’ access to FBW is analysed. Problems around limited water volumes are positioned
within the orthodox framework of basic water requirement and
‘need’ determinations.
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