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OPEN LETTER TO THE CITY OF CAPE TOWN 

 

29 May 2026 

 

Dear Mayor Geordin Hill-Lewis, Mayoral Committee Member for Water and Sanitation Zahid 

Badroodien,  

 

As the City of Cape Town (COCT), you claim that your water policies and practices are meant to 

‘facilitate safe access to basic water and sanitation for all residents.’1 In this letter, we show that 

this is not true. People classified as Black (African and Coloured), living in poor townships such 

as Khayelitsha, Nyanga and Elsies River, are systematically shut out from meeting their basic 

needs.  

 

This letter comes from years of struggles for access to water and for water justice in Cape Town. 

As the African Water Commons Collective (AWCC), we organised countless engagements and 

campaigns alongside many communities similar to Khayelitsha and Elsies River. We also draw 

on research and community engagements we conducted specifically to produce this letter.  Our 

main point is that the City’s neoliberal capitalist approach ties water access to how much money 

you have. That means your policies punish the poor and continue the systemic racism and sexism 

of Apartheid and colonialism. Our solution is Water for Life - water must be allocated and managed 

in a system that meets the basic needs of people as its first and only priority.  

 

Background 

In November 2023, the AWCC and fourteen community-based groups from all over Cape Town 

addressed a letter to COCT with a list of ten demands: 1. Stop deducting water arrears from 

electricity purchases. 2. Open water taps at all schools. 3. Fix leaks and blocked drains. 4. Stop 

linking grants to arrears and debt. 5. Stop punishing and bullying pensioners. 6. End the practice 

of billing households for the installation of meters they did not agree to and scrap arrears as 

promised. 7. End ALL Flow-Restriction Technologies and Cut Offs. 8. Tax the corporations and 

                                                
1 City of Cape Town Water Strategy 2019.  
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the rich. 9. Water for Gaza Now. 10. The City of Cape Town, and the Mayor must respond to 

these demands by year end. 

 

This was not the first time you heard these demands. We and others have been campaigning for 

them for years.  

 

In a letter wrongly dated 18 January 2023, which should be 2024, COCT responded by saying 

that these demands were either unreasonable, not based on facts, had already been addressed, 

unlawful, not worth a response or misguided. In other words, your response to our dire concerns 

was: nothing will change, none of the demands will be addressed, the City will continue as before. 

We tried community mobilisations, protests, public engagements, lobbying and media pressure, 

but you maintained your stance as you do to this day.  

 

A focused response 

We were not surprised. We always stated that the discrimination in the water policies is systemic. 

It is part of racist capitalism that has been oppressing Black people for centuries in Cape Town. 

Overcoming it will require long term processes to build movements with the power and principles 

to do away with this oppressive system. At the same time, we have no intention of giving up on 

water justice here and now. This includes the City to account to fulfill its basic obligations of 

managing and providing water as per the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, the 

National Water Act 36 of 1998, the Water Services Act 108 of 1998, the National Environmental 

Management Act 107 of 1998; City of Cape Town Water and Sanitation Services Policy; the 

Municipal Systems Act; the Tariff Policy; and all other relevant laws and policies. 

 

We therefore decided to go deeper in our response to the City by focusing on three demands for 

which we collected supporting evidence and arguments in two township areas. The demands 

were stated in our November 2023 letter as follows: 

 

1. End ALL Flow-Restriction Technologies and Cut Offs. 

2. Stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases.  

3. Stop linking grants to arrears and debt.  

 

Meeting these demands would go a long way towards ensuring safe access to water for all. This 

does not mean our other demands are not important. We chose to focus on these demands 

because we wanted to collect evidence and views to push back against the dismissive attitude of 

COCT on these issues. To this end, we worked with community-based water action committees 

in Clarke Estate, Elsies River and Makhaza, Khayelitsha, to collect evidence and formulate 

arguments in support of these demands.  
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Community engagements and research 

AWCC worked with researchers from The Movements Collective to collaborate with the Water 

Action Committees (WACs) of Clarke Estate and Makhaza. Three workshops were held between 

August and November 2025 in Mitchells Plain that were each attended by about thirty five WAC 

members on average. The last two workshops were joined by the newly formed WAC of Nyanga. 

These workshops focused on sharing information and views, and planning this letter and the other 

actions tied to it. Individual interviews and a WhatsApp group were used to supplement the 

workshops. The process was designed to support our response to the dismissive letter from the 

City with deep community engagement as well as research evidence. Where necessary, we also 

draw on previous rounds of our work and research in places like Beacon Valley, Hillview, 

Eastridge and Nkanini. 

 

In the rest of this letter, we share what came out of the engagements around the issues raised 

by each of the three demands, and we conclude with some general remarks on what this 

struggle means to us and could mean to society as a whole.  

 

1. Free Basic Water is not enough, and poor people are punished when they 

use more than the allocated amounts 

 

Our memorandum of November 2023 included the following demand: 

 

End ALL Flow-Restriction Technologies and Cut Offs. No to Water Meters, 

Ban the Drip System, Stop Cut-Offs, OPEN the Taps. The majority of people with 

water arrears are not structurally equipped to waste water. We use water to meet 

basic needs. 

 

We have two major concerns regarding free basic water for low-income working-class households 

in the Makhaza, Nyanga and Elsies River areas of Cape Town.  

 

The first issue is that the city's Free Basic Water provision does not meet people's 

needs.  Household sizes are large, and the water they receive is insufficient. In the original plan 

of the national Free Basic Water policy, the allocation per household was seen as a starting point 

and a minimum, not as a maximum that cannot be increased2. You allocate water per household, 

                                                
2 Free Basic Water Policy 2001 and also page 5 of the Free Basic Water Department of Water Affairs and 
Forestry Implementation Strategy of 2007 which states that “based on the local circumstances, local 
authorities have discretion over the total amount to be provided per household with the national target 
being a minimum of 25l/cap/day excluding water for flushing in the case of use of waterborne 
sanitation. The section explicitly mentions concerns over the adequate amount of water due to household 
sizes assumed in the policy. It has been known for decades that a blanket allocation of a given amount 
per consumer unit results in under-supply of multiple dwelling units.  

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/fbw-strategy-version-4-final-20070402-mk0.pdf
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regardless of the number of people living there, which is problematic because the allocation is the 

same whether the household has 15 or 7 members. While in theory the tariff policy enables larger 

households to apply for more water, the reality is that this policy threatens/undermines indigent 

status and social grants in ways that make it impossible to get either income or free water. This 

means households with few members get the same amount of water as those with large numbers, 

which does not meet the basic needs of every single member. People need water for basic uses 

such as bathing, drinking, cooking, cleaning, and washing clothes, yet the water they receive does 

not meet these needs. This is appalling and a gross violation of basic human rights. Water is life. 

 

Between April and December 2022, Water Action Committees in Beacon Valley, Hillview, 

Makhaza, Eastridge, and Nkanini collected data in their communities to determine, based on 

resident feedback, whether the free basic water provided by the city was sufficient. Through this 

process, they learnt that household sizes differed, while the amount of free water allocated 

remained the same. This disadvantages households with large numbers of members. The city did 

not account for backyard dwellers, who were included in the household size for each property. In 

short, the city has a misconception about household sizes and lacks a basis for the water it 

allocates to households3.  

 

The consequences of households lacking sufficient water to meet basic needs are dire. For 

instance, women and young girls who are often responsible for domestic chores that require water 

are exposed to sexual violence as they search for water, sometimes late at night. Lack of enough 

water poses health hazards, especially to young girls during their periods.  It also causes 

diseases, especially in children.  In addition, when there is no water, patients cannot take their 

medication, worsening their health conditions. This is totally unacceptable. 

 

You love to hide behind laws and national policies when it suits your agenda. The Free Basic 

Water policy provides supposedly 15000 litres per household per month at no cost although the 

information provided by the city is confusing as some sources state is it 6.000 litres4. The policy 

is clear about three things. One, the allocation is based on the assumption of a household of eight 

people, which translates to twenty five litres per person per day when 6.000 litres are provided. 

Two, local governments are free to provide more than this amount where necessary and possible. 

Three, the amount of 25 litres per person per day is not meant to include water for toilet flushing 

(water-borne sanitation)5. The fact that you place limits on amounts when it is clearly not enough 

                                                
3 “The water we need: a toolkit for household water mapping” (African Water Commons Collective, 2022). 

James, Meyer, Fourrie, “‘The Water We Need’: Household Water Mapping as Ecofeminist Education and 
Research for the Water Commons” published in Urbanisation, 0(0) (2025). 
4 This page states “Registered indigent households in Cape Town with a direct water and sanitation 
connection get their first 6 000 litres (6 kl) of water and 4 200 litres (4.2 kl) of sewerage per month free of 
charge”. 
5 Free Basic Water Implementation Strategy of 2007. Department of Water Affairs and Forestry. 

https://www.capetown.gov.za/Family%20and%20home/Residential-utility-services/Residential-water-and-sanitation-services/Water-and-sanitation-services-and-costs-for-formal-housing
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/fbw-strategy-version-4-final-20070402-mk0.pdf
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for many of us in the townships is therefore not forced on you by the policy. It is a political choice 

you are making. One that is anti-poor, anti-Black and anti-women.  

 

The second concern regarding basic water for poor residents is that your claim that free basic 

water makes water affordable is not accurate. Residents of the aforementioned areas stated 

clearly during the consultative workshops with various Water Action Committees that the city 

charges them a portion of the cost. Only a limited amount of water is free; after that is used 

residents receive water bills from the city. Many residents of these areas are unemployed and 

cannot afford to pay their water bills. The city responds by cutting off its water supply without 

providing any notice. When they report the matter to the relevant city personnel, they are passed 

from one department to another. Their problems take months to be addressed, especially when 

they have not paid their bills because they lack funds.  

 

Another way the city punishes poor residents who cannot afford water is by placing them on a 

drip system6. For residents, the drip system is equivalent to cutting off water service. With a drip 

system, it can take hours to fill a 5-litre bucket with water; hence, people see it as the same as 

water cut-offs.  

 

Our demands to the city of Cape Town 

● You must stop allocating water per household; instead, allocate it per individual, as 

household sizes vary.  

● You must stop the drip system. 

● You must stop cutting off water. 

● You must stop billing poor people for water when you know they cannot pay. 

● Increase the amount of free basic water to meet the basic needs.  

 

 

2. Stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases 

 

Our memorandum of November 2023 included the demand: 

 

Stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases. We scrape together the 

little bit of money we have (as you know, the majority of families live far below the bread 

line), and when we go to buy electricity, our water arrears are automatically deducted. 

This is criminal - it takes away our choices and leaves us with neither electricity nor 

water. 

                                                
6 City of Cape Town Water and Sanitation Services Policy 2023.  

https://resource.capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/Documents/Bylaws%20and%20policies/Water_and_Sanitation_Services_Policy.pdf
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As the City of Cape Town, you rejected this demand with contempt. Instead of acknowledging the 

frustration and poverty expressed, you chose to speak down to us. You pointed out that the 

Municipal Systems Act allows you to do this to people. Then you said people can avoid being 

treated this way by either paying their arrears or applying for indigent benefits that ‘could’ stop 

deductions from electricity purchases for water arrears.  

 

Just because the law allows you to treat people badly and humiliate them does not mean you 

should. In a real democracy, elected representatives listen to residents. The law also allows the 

City to listen to our demand and stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases. 

Therefore, COCT, you are not simply following the law. As you say in your letter, the law allows 

you to make these horrible deductions. The law does not prescribe it; it is your choice. You are 

making a political choice that is anti-poor, racist and sexist.  

 

Also, telling people the solution is to pay arrears is taking people for fools. The problem is poverty; 

people are unable to pay.  As the COCT, the statistics of the crisis of unemployment are at your 

fingertips. The solution cannot be to pay; the solution is to end poverty through wealth sharing.  

 

Furthermore, saying we must apply for indigent benefits and that this could solve the problem 

may sound reasonable to you. There are two problems with this. Applying for indigent benefits is 

not easy for poor people. It requires access to the internet, understanding City policies written in 

legal language, and transport to visit City offices. That is why, of the 651 000 Cape Town residents 

who should be receiving indigent benefits according to the National Treasury7, only 229 645 are 

actually registered to receive them8.  

 

Lastly, we do not need a response that ‘could’ solve this problem. If it could, then it also could not. 

We need to be sure. This is important because you, the City, talk about this problem as if you are 

not the ones causing it. If the City simply stops making these deductions, then the problem is 

solved; there is no need for ‘coulds’ and ‘maybes’.   

 

The truth can be seen in the way you responded to our desperate demands and pleas: the City 

is anti-poor, ant-Black and anti-women. We will keep fighting this and other abuses. We will keep 

sharing our views and experiences. What follows is just a small sample. We do not want to make 

this letter too long.  

 

                                                
7 Local Government Equitable Share Summary Data available at: 
https://mfma.treasury.gov.za/Publications%20and%20Media%20Releases/LGESDiscussions/    
8  City of Cape Town Open Data Portal. Indigent Households: https://odp-
cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about    

https://mfma.treasury.gov.za/Publications%20and%20Media%20Releases/LGESDiscussions/
https://odp-cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about
https://odp-cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about
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‘We are not getting water bills. There is nothing that shows what we have paid. It has been three 

years - no bill. How are we supposed to know what we are said to owe? Meanwhile, the City 

takes from our electricity money, for a water bill we don’t know.’ - Mavis, Elsies River 

‘We want to decide how much to pay. Our demand is - no deductions from electricity for water. If 

we are paying arrears, we want to decide how much and how the payment must work.’ - 

Anonymous, Elsies River 

‘My fridge is broken now. I have to switch it on and off all the time because I don’t have enough 

electricity. Now it is not working.’ - Anonymous, Nyanga 

‘We get these notices - the water is contaminated, you must boil it before you drink it. Boil it? But 

when we buy electricity, we don’t get the electricity we pay for. How are we supposed to boil the 

water?’ - Faeza, Mitchells Plain 

‘What if I die with water debt? Will they chase out my children from my home?’ - Anonymous, 

Khayelitsha 

‘People are using fire and gas because they don’t have enough electricity. There are many fires 

because of this.’ - Anonymous, Khayelitsha 

 

Our demand: 

● Stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases! 

 

3. Stop linking grants to arrears and debt 

 

Our memorandum of November 2023 included the demand: 

 

Stop linking grants to arrears and debt. How is it possible that those with debt 

do not qualify for indigent grants? It is precisely those without money who go into 

water arrears. Let us go in person and make arrangements to pay what we can - 

we cannot speak to a device and explain that our neighbour was sick, or that we 

have many families sharing one property with one water access point. When we 

go to make arrangements, we are told that it is all or nothing. We have nothing. 

 

In your response, you claim that you are helpful to indigent beneficiaries and pensioners by 

providing a once-off arrear debt write-off, sending beneficiaries reminders to renew indigent 

applications and allowing pensioners to re-apply every three years instead of each year. Firstly, 

your answer does not address our demand, which is to delink the indigent status from arrears and 

debt. Secondly, your description of how the indigent application and registration system works is 

not how it works in reality. Our experiences and research show that you are systematically 

denying poor residents and households in Cape Town free basic water and services. 

 

Poor people who should be indigent beneficiaries find the registration and application process for 

the indigent grant discouraging, complicated, and hostile. Researchers from the Socio-Economic 
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Rights Institute (SERI)9 have found that the financial, time and social costs of registering as 

indigent undermine the City’s obligation to ensure people’s access to sufficient water and basic 

services. The City’s failure to register people as indigent is no excuse for the Department of Water 

and Sanitation to not ensure that you provide all residents with the basic water they have a right 

to, especially when they can’t pay for water. Administrative failures and hurdles can never come 

at the cost of people’s access to water, as it threatens people’s lives.  

 

The experience of Aunty Lily 

Aunty Lily is a pensioner who tried to register for the indigent grant. She qualifies and is 

not in arrears. When she visited the council office in Goodwood she brought her ID that 

shows she is a pensioner. At the council office, she was told to go to the SASSA offices 

to get printed proof that she is a recipient of the pensioner grant. Aunty Lily didn't 

understand why the municipality can’t verify that she is on an old-age grant when she 

showed her ID. The trip to the council office involved taking two taxis and spending 50 

rand. She was also told she will have to renew her indigent registration every six months. 

Tired, discouraged and confused, Aunty Lily left the council office and didn’t go back. 

 

Your exclusionary approach to register poor households as indigent is unforgivable in a context 

of deepening poverty and inequality. Our research confirmed that a significant number of AWCC 

members living in Cape Town’s poorest and most violent areas do not know about the indigent 

grant and the criteria to qualify. Only one elderly Water Action Committee (WAC) member 

managed to register and she did not pay for water in the last two years. We don’t see you making 

any effort to target poor households for free basic service delivery.  

 

Another problem is that the income criteria and link to debt and arrears do not take into account 

the realities of our households. A once-off debt relief does not make water affordable for us, our 

arrears never finish because after the limited Free Basic Water amount is used (200 litres) you 

start billing for water again. Because we don’t have money, we inevitably end up with arrears for 

billed services. We can’t re-apply as indigent before we pay the bills we can’t afford. Your 

requirements and practices punish us for being poor. Not being able to pay water bills is not a 

valid reason to take us off the indigent register after one year and push us even deeper in arrears.  

 

Women and elderly people with high burdens of care in our families and communities are affected 

the worst by your complicated and exclusionary approach to targeting poor households for free 

basic services. For us, it is unacceptable that your policy places another unnecessary burden on 

women and poor households when it is clear as daylight that people in areas like Makaza, 

Khayelitsha and Elsies River are in need of free basic services. We view your income and arrears 

mechanism as another way to control us and punish us for being poor and black and women. It 

should be our decision when we have enough income to pay for water and not yours.  

                                                
9 SERI, “Turning off the Tap: Discontinuing Universal Access to Free Basic Water in the City of 
Johannesburg,” (Socio-Economic Research Institute Report, 2018). 

http://www.seri-sa.org/images/SERI_Turning_Off_the_Tap.pdf
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Demands 

● We want the City to fundamentally redesign the grant system. We don’t want the 

current registration criteria that place an unnecessary burden on poor residents to prove 

their indigent status. Poor households should be targeted automatically and not depend 

on costly and complicated assessments that effectively excludes many households from 

registering and receiving the free basic services they need. Our demand is in line with the 

advice by consultants the City commissioned to design an indigent policy in 200310. 

● Stop linking indigent status to arrears and debt.  

● We want all pensioners to automatically qualify and be registered as indigent.  

● We want the City of Cape Town Department of Water and Sanitation to take 

responsibility for ensuring the City fulfills its obligation to deliver free basic water to poor 

households. If the City fails to place poor people on the indigent register, the Department 

of Water and Sanitation must still ensure people have access to water. Poor people 

cannot be further deprived because of the failure of the City’s indigent register.  

 

Spending on Free Basic Water 

The National Treasury estimates that there are 641505 indigent households in the City of Cape 

Town that should be getting the package of free basic services11. Yet, there are only 229654 

‘formal indigent households’ reported in your indigent household data of March 2025 available 

through the Open Data Portal12. The Public Affairs Research Institute (PARI) informed us that 

nationally, less than 50% of the available budget for free basic services for 11.2 million13 poor 

households, is spent by municipalities. The 2023 non-financial census of municipalities (also 

known as P9115) published by Statistics SA, informs us that in the whole of the Western Cape 

Province, only 629 269 consumer units received free basic water services14. Clearly, our concerns 

are not exceptional and point to a wider structural problem. Because of the systematic 

underspending by municipalities, the National Treasury is threatening to withhold the subsidy 

when municipalities fail to identify indigent households and deliver free basic services15. This 

                                                
10 “Indigent Policy: Including the Poor in the City of Cape Town’s Income Strategy” (van Ryneveld, 
Parnell, and Muller, 2003) 
11 Local Government Equitable Share Summary Data: 
https://mfma.treasury.gov.za/Publications%20and%20Media%20Releases/LGESDiscussions/    
12 City of Cape Town Open Data Portal. Indigent Households: https://odp-

cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about  
13 Presentation ‘Funding free basic services through the local government equitable share’ by Matlali and 
Ajam. https://www.gtac.gov.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/GTAC-Webinar-Presentation-FBS-2024-09-
26.pdf  
14 Stats SA. Non-financial census of municipalities for the year ended 30 June 2023. 
https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P9115/P91152023.pdf  
15 IOL. “Municipalities warned to align indigent registers or risk losing R332 billion in funding” by Loyiso 
Sidimba. 2025. https://iol.co.za/news/south-africa/2025-09-18-municipalities-warned-to-align-indigent-
registers-or-risk-losing-r332-billion-in-funding/  

https://web.archive.org/web/20040328202628/http:/www.capetown.gov.za/policies/pdf/indigentpolicy2.pdf
https://mfma.treasury.gov.za/Publications%20and%20Media%20Releases/LGESDiscussions/
https://odp-cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about
https://odp-cctegis.opendata.arcgis.com/documents/7872ca5fba98473081d9c8f72dd139fd/about
https://www.gtac.gov.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/GTAC-Webinar-Presentation-FBS-2024-09-26.pdf
https://www.gtac.gov.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/GTAC-Webinar-Presentation-FBS-2024-09-26.pdf
https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P9115/P91152023.pdf
https://iol.co.za/news/south-africa/2025-09-18-municipalities-warned-to-align-indigent-registers-or-risk-losing-r332-billion-in-funding/
https://iol.co.za/news/south-africa/2025-09-18-municipalities-warned-to-align-indigent-registers-or-risk-losing-r332-billion-in-funding/
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means that because you don't comply with the rules, the national government will punish poor 

households whose lives depend on the supply of free basic water and other services.  

 

Demands: 

● We want an explanation why there is such a big difference between the number of 

indigent households identified and allocated funding through National Treasury’s local 

government equitable share, and households actually receiving free basic services, and 

water in particular. What is the reason? In addition to this, please explain what you have 

spent the money on? And why have you never discussed with us and the wider local 

community, as required in the  Division of Revenue Act, that you are not supplying many 

poor households with free basic water? 

● We want the City of Cape Town to spend the Equitable Share on providing free basic 

services to all poor households in Cape Town. 

● We want affordable tariffs now. Free Basic Water and Affordable Water Tariffs for the 

water we use beyond the free allocation, is the law. The City is obliged to negotiate what 

is affordable. Twenty-five percent of South Africans earn less than 2500 rands per 

month. Affordable, according to PARI studies, is 5-10% of monthly income. For the 

majority of households in Cape Town, this would amount to 200 rands maximum for the 

next 6kl of water used over and above the FBW allocation. We call for a cap at 5% of the 

household's income. 

 

Conclusion - the meaning of our water struggles 

 

To understand the meaning of our water struggles you need to be clear about three aspects of 

our experience: 

● The struggle for access to water is a struggle against oppression 

● The City plays hide and seek with the law 

● Thirty years of constitutional democracy blocking our basic needs 

 

Water access and oppression 

In this letter we have explained the fact that we do not have access to the amounts and quality of 

water that would allow us to live healthy, dignified lives. We have not really talked at length about 

the stress, humiliation and disease this imposes on us. The important thing about our experiences 

is that it is not just an experience of restricted water access; it is an experience of oppression. 

According to the UN, clean drinking water and sanitation is a prerequisite for the realisation of all 

other human rights besides the human right to water. In other words, all justice depends on access 

to the water we need. 
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Restricted water access could result from natural disasters such as droughts. This is not the case 

here. Our taps run dry or only allow drips that torture our ears and minds, while water flows freely 

for beer corporations and mansion owners. We have to choose between water, electricity, food 

and education. We are frustrated and humiliated at the City offices. We are blamed for situations 

we did not create, like the cost of infrastructure. All of these are the outcomes of deliberate policies 

and practices that amount to a system of oppression. Our struggle is not, and cannot be, only a 

fight for water access. It is for water justice. 

 

Playing hide and seek with the law 

We showed in this letter how the City hides behind laws and policies when it suits them. The law 

allows more than one option. You choose the option that hurts us and then tell us you are following 

the law. But when the law tells you that you have an obligation to explain why you are not spending 

national grants on basic services and you need to consult affected people about it, you cannot 

find the law.  

 

This shows to us that the City is not really committed to the law. Your commitment is to power. 

When the law, in your mind, gives you power to discriminate against us or to ignore such 

discrimination, then you use the law. When ignoring the law gives you power, then you cannot 

find the three letters to spell law.  

 

Democracy and basic needs  

We have had more than thirty years of this post-Apartheid constitutional democracy. This system 

blocks us from meeting our basic needs and taking political control of our lives. We call it a neo-

Apartheid constitutional democracy. Will the City show us that we can indeed meet our basic 

needs under this celebrated constitutional democracy?  

 

Summary of all our demands:  

1. You must stop allocating water per household; instead, allocate it per individual, as 

household sizes vary.  

2. You must stop the drip system. 

3. You must stop cutting off water. 

4. You must stop billing poor people for water when you know they cannot pay. 

5. Increase the amount of free basic water to meet the basic needs.       

6. Stop deducting water arrears from electricity purchases!     

7. We want the City to fundamentally redesign the grant system. We don’t want the 

current registration criteria that place an unnecessary burden on poor residents to prove 

their indigent status. Poor households should be targeted automatically and not depend 

on costly and complicated assessments that effectively excludes many households from 

registering and receiving the free basic services they need. Our demand is in line with 
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the advice by consultants the City commissioned to design an indigent policy in 2003 

(van Ryneveld, Parnell, and Muller, 2003).  

8. Stop linking indigent status to arrears and debt.  

9. We want all pensioners to automatically qualify and be registered as indigent.  

10. We want the City of Cape Town Department of Water and Sanitation to take 

responsibility for ensuring the City fulfills its obligation to deliver free basic water to poor 

households. If the City fails to place poor people on the indigent register, the Department 

of Water and Sanitation must still ensure people have access to water. Poor people 

cannot be further deprived because of the failure of the City’s indigent register.  

11. We want an explanation why there is such a big difference between the number of 

indigent households identified and allocated funding through the National Treasury’s 

local government equitable share, and households actually receiving free basic services, 

and water in particular. What is the reason? In addition to this, please explain what you 

have spent the money on? And why have you never discussed with us and the wider 

local community, as required in the  Division of Revenue Act, that you are not supplying 

many poor households with free basic water? 

12. We want the City of Cape Town to spend the Equitable Share on providing free basic 

services to all poor households in Cape Town.     

13. We want affordable tariffs now. Free Basic Water and Affordable Water Tariffs for the 

water we use beyond the free allocation, is the law. The City is obliged to negotiate what 

is affordable. Twenty-five percent of South Africans earn less than 2500 rands per 

month. Affordable, according to PARI studies, is 5-10% of monthly income. For the 

majority of households in Cape Town, this would amount to 200 rands maximum for the 

next 6kl of water used over and above the FBW allocation. We call for a cap at 5% of the 

household's income.    

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Faeza Meyer  

on behalf of the African Water Commons Collective 

africanwatercommonscollective@gmail.com 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20040328202628/http:/www.capetown.gov.za/policies/pdf/indigentpolicy2.pdf
mailto:africanwatercommonscollective@gmail.com

