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Those of us whose job it is to monitor developments in Cape Town’s water crisis, saw the indicators 
move sharply this week, in the wrong direction. 

There was bad news -- catastrophic actually  --  on three fronts:   

1) Cape Town’s water usage went up again, to over 600 million litres per day, despite major 
efforts, over six months, to bring it down below 500 million litres. 

2) The SA Weather Service informed us that as far as forecasting goes, we are flying blind.  Last 
year the forecast of a wet winter proved to be widely off the mark.  On Friday, the SA 
Weather service told us bluntly:  We cannot predict whether or when rain will come.  
Previous forecasting models have proved useless in the era of climate change.   

3) Day Zero --  when the taps in suburbia are switched off  --  has moved from the realm of 
possibility to probability.  There is no way in which water augmentation schemes will 
compensate for our ongoing failure to curb demand sufficiently, in the short term. 

This latter message, in particular, broke the sound barrier.  Suddenly after months of coaxing 
communication (“if we save water together we can avoid day zero”), the Mayor changed gear:  We 
are past the point of no return, she said.  Day Zero is almost unavoidable. We WILL run out of water 
by the end of April unless everyone reduces their water usage to less than 50 litres per person per 
day.   

The response to this announcement showed that reality had finally sunk in. 

As the Mayor’s press conference was underway, I called in the Province’s Head of Legal Services and 
said: “The crash the City has been trying to avoid now seems inevitable.  We are bracing for impact.  
Sticking to the Province’s constitutional mandate of support and oversight is not enough in these 
circumstances.” 

The answer I received was:  “The legal test for provincial intervention in a local government mandate 
is when a municipality cannot or does not fulfil an executive obligation.  At the moment the City is 
focusing on strategies to curb water use, augment supply, prepare for day Zero and communicate 
with citizens.   

“When it comes to the functions of the national Department of Water and Sanitation, the province 
has no powers at all”,  he added.   

And, to underscore the point, as we grappled with the full scale of the crisis this weekend, the 
national Parliament tweeted this crisp message to the provincial Ministry of Local Government:  



 

 

It could not be clearer than that. 

Until last week, I accepted the legal argument that it would be difficult for the Province to cite 
“failure to fulfil an executive obligation” as a reason to intervene in the City’s preparations.  They 
obviously cannot distribute water that the bulk supply system has not produced.  

The principle (that each sphere of government must respect the integrity, mandate and functions of 
other spheres) is entrenched in our Constitution.  Court judgments have been consistent:  a sphere 
of government trying to interfere with the mandate of another has always been pushed back.  Even 
a “mandamus” obliging the national department of Water and Sanitation to provide bulk water 
supplies would have to be sought by the City, not the province.   

Last week, I still accepted these stringent limits on the province’s capacity to intervene.  No longer.  

As we begin the count-down to Day-Zero, the ground has shifted.  While we must still do everything 
possible to prevent this ghastly eventuality, (and we still can if EVERYBODY abides by the new water 
restrictions of 50 litres per person per day) my focus has shifted to overseeing plans for the day the 
taps run dry  --  and the weeks that follow.  The province has a mandate to manage provincial 
disasters.  The question that dominates my waking hours now is:  When Day-Zero arrives, how do we 
make water accessible and prevent anarchy?  And if there is any chance of still preventing it, what is 
it we can do? 

In our most recent oversight discussions, on Friday the City outlined its Day-Zero plan as follows:  
One week before the six dams providing water to the Western Cape Water Supply System (WCWSS) 
are collectively projected to drop to 13,5%, the City will announce the date on which almost all the 
taps in Cape Town’s residential suburbs will be cut off.   



The same may happen in other towns with a high dependency ratio on these dams  --  particularly 
Drakenstein, parts of Stellenbosch and towns on the West Coast (where we have been working very 
hard to reduce dependence on the Western Cape Water Supply System).   If the City’s augmentation 
plan for Atlantis meets the deadline, it will be almost self-sufficient, and Saldanha Bay municipality 
has made significant progress in ground water extraction. 

Day Zero is currently projected to be April 21. (This changes as water usage varies and other factors 
influence dam levels).   

It may also be delayed as the City and neighbouring towns intensify “throttling”, the process of 
drastically reducing water pressure in specific areas, where greatest savings can be achieved.  This 
will inevitably mean that people in high-lying “throttled” areas may have very little water coming out 
of their taps, for extended periods of time in the weeks ahead. 

In weekend e-mail correspondence with Deputy Mayor, Ian Neilson, who now heads up the City’s 
drought response team, he indicated that plans to manage Day-Zero may be substantially reviewed.  
But, as things currently stand, the indications are that, in less than 90 days’ time, municipal water 
may only be available at 200 Points of Distribution (PODs) across the City.  

The only water delivered through taps will be in informal settlements (where water is already 
fetched in buckets from standpipes) as well as certain business districts, the boundaries of which are 
currently being demarcated.  Nor is there any detail yet on what measures will be in place to prevent 
abuse of access to places where water is still available. 

However, according to the City’s current plan, most of Cape Town’s 4-million citizens will have to 
fetch water from a POD.  The maximum allocation will be 25 litres per person per day, distributed on 
the assumption that an average family comprises four persons.  There is a proposal that larger 
families should register and provide proof of additional numbers through identity documents.  
Registration of household numbers above four will also be essential for the punitive water tariffs for 
exceeding the water-use limits, that will accompany the level 6B water restrictions. 

The City has not yet revealed details of how allocation will be managed at the collection points, but 
the current proposal is to do so on the basis of municipal accounts where the number of users would 
be registered, and the person collecting the water would have to provide proof of identification and 
the registered number of persons in the household. 

A sophisticated system will be necessary to prevent water theft through “double dipping”.  These 
logistics must still be resolved in the short time remaining. 

Consider this scenario: If every family sends one person to fetch their water allocation, about 5,000 
people will congregate at each POD every day.  That creates a logistical nightmare of its own.  In 
addition, it will be impossible for individuals to carry, by hand, 100 litres of water allocated for a 
family of four every day.  So provision will have to be made for transport.  The City has not yet given 
details on how the traffic will be managed.  I am awaiting a full operations plan, including personnel 
requirements, security, infrastructure and budgets. 

As things stand, the challenge exceeds anything a major City has had to face anywhere in the world 
since the Second World War or 9/11.    I personally doubt whether it is possible for a city the size of 
Cape Town to distribute sufficient water to its residents, using its own resources, once the 
underground water-pipe network has been shut down.  



We have to look at supplementary methods, in partnership with the many private sector 
corporations that deliver their products to the farthest reaches of this province, in every community 
every day. 

South African Breweries have been the first to step up to the plate.  In a discussion this weekend, Mr 
Ricardo Tadeu, SAB’s Zone President for Africa, and Mr Des Jacobs, SABS Western Cape Regional 
Director, committed the Newlands brewery to fill 12 million quart bottles with water (instead of 
beer) from the famous spring (whose water is normally used to brew beer).  The SAB network will 
deliver water to retail outlets in designated areas of greatest need over several weeks.  The bottling 
of water will have to start as soon as possible to ensure sufficient stockpiles.   

We are in discussion with the South African National Defence Force to store water supplies at 
military bases for safety.  Work is well underway between SAB and the South African Bureau of 
Standards to ensure that the bottled water will meet the required quality standard.  Production will 
begin soon, and the bottles, labelled “Water, Not for Sale”, will be delivered at outlets when Day 
Zero arrives.  Consumers will pay R1 for each “quart” (as South Africans still refer to the large beer 
bottle) which is about three quarters of a litre, with a maximum limit per person.  The R1 is the cost 
of the bottle’s deposit.  The water itself is free.  When the bottle is returned, empty, it will be 
replaced, full, for free.  

There is also a lot more we must do in partnership with the extensive retail distribution networks to 
deliver water to places people routinely visit during the course of the day  --  like supermarkets and 
cafes.  During the days ahead I will be meeting representatives of major retailers and courier 
companies to discuss details of an emergency water distribution network in order to provide a 
massive multiplier effect for the PODs.  We will work closely with the City’s team preparing for Day- 
Zero (which now falls under Deputy Mayor Ian Neilson).  Together we will have to massively step up 
public communication, so that no-one is in doubt about the threat the City faces. 

Up till now, over 50% of residents have ignored entreaties to save water. 

Apart from water distribution, there are many other foreseeable crises associated with dry taps, 
such as conflict over access to water, theft of water, and other criminal acts associated with water, 
not to mention the outbreak of disease. 

Our Provincial Disaster Management team has been meeting weekly since January 2017, and daily 
since 8 November (with a short Christmas break) to work out a detailed plan for every provincial 
department in the case of this eventuality. 

At our Cabinet meeting on Wednesday, we will meet a high-level delegation from the South African 
Police Service, to discuss their contingency plans for the run-up and aftermath of Day-Zero.  In such a 
disaster, normal policing will be entirely inadequate. 

Today (Monday morning), I will lead the Provincial Disaster Management team in discussions with 
National Disaster Management Centre, under the leadership of Dr Mmphaka Tau.  This will not be 
our first discussion.  We had an in-depth engagement in November last year to prepare for an 
eventuality we still hoped, at the time, would be possible to avoid. Tomorrow’s meeting will also be 
attended by the State Security Agency, the South African National Defence Force and the South 
African Police Service, all at a very high level. 

In order to deploy these national agencies, we need the co-operation of National Government, 
which would be greatly facilitated by the declaration of a national State of Disaster.  I have therefore 
written to President Zuma, motivating why he should declare a national state of disaster, well before 



we hit Day-Zero.  That would enable the SSA, the SANDF, and the SAPS to formulate a shared plan 
with ourselves and the private sector to distribute water, defend storage facilities, deal with 
potential outbreaks of disease, and keep the peace. 

Even if we manage a disaster of this magnitude reasonably smoothly, our economy will take a 
terrible knock.  It already has.  

In November last year, Wesgro, the Western Cape’s Tourism, Trade & Investment Promotion 
Agency, facilitated a meeting with 40 major corporations in Cape Town, to discuss our approach to 
the water crisis. 

The province’s economy is supported by two major water intensive sectors:  tourism and agriculture.  
Between them, they employ about 600,000 people who (at a conservative estimate of 4 persons per 
household) support almost 3-million people.  One of our major priorities has been to keep them 
employed.  The crisis associated with large scale job losses and hunger would greatly exacerbate the 
catastrophe of dry taps. 

Fortunately, both these sectors have been very pro-active, and have worked hard to cut water usage 
and keep people in jobs.  Agriculture, under the leadership of Agri-Western Cape, immediately 
agreed to cut its allotted water take-off per farm by 40% --  and now by 60%.  They have trimmed 
buds off vines and trees to reduce the plants’ need for water, dividing farms up into sections that 
will still be irrigated, and those that will not.  A fly-over reveals the brown, barren strips, along those 
that can still get water.  High technology systems, introduced by the Western Cape’s Department of 
Agriculture, can assist in saving significant amounts of water by targeting available irrigation in the 
right amount, exactly where it is need. 

The province has allocated over R100-million to help keep people employed and provide feed for 
livestock, with a particular emphasis on new and emerging farmers.  The rest of the agricultural 
industry, countrywide, has done everything possible to rally in support of drought stricken farmers, 
sending feed and other support.  Without them, our agricultural sector would have been far closer 
to collapse.  This year, we are expecting the lowest harvest in decades, which will cause projected 
losses of R1-billion to the sector and deprive 50,000 seasonal workers of their jobs.  

This also has a knock-on effect on agri-processing sub-sectors, such as fruit and vegetable 
processors, juicers and canners, who obtain most of their raw produce from the Western Cape, both 
in terms of reduced volumes and quality. 

The hotel sector has also been innovative, reducing their water usage by 50% in comparison with the 
situation three years ago.  They have removed plugs from baths (to force guests into showers fitted 
with low-flow showerheads), and emphasised the importance of saving water.  Hotels on the Cape 
Town foreshore, which have basements below sea level, have to constantly pump out sea water and 
return it to the sea.  Now they are busy installing their own desalination plants, at great cost, so that 
they can use basement water for consumption.  After a meeting with the tourism sector to discuss 
the drought last week, a major hotel group reported that their desalination systems, for hotel use, 
would be up and running in six weeks.  So, we continue to encourage tourists to visit Cape Town.  
Leading hotels will ensure that their water preparedness will be communicated on their websites. 

To relieve the pressure on the municipal water system, local residents who can afford it, might well 
book into hotel rooms that have water security and spare bed capacity, for the duration of the crisis, 
where their water needs would be met independently of municipal water.  At the same time this 



would help off-set the industry’s anticipated losses due to international cancellations, as Day-Zero 
looms larger.  

The Department of Economic Development has, for many months, been running a focused 
programme, called Water for the Economy, working with a range of water-intensive sectors to find 
ways of saving water while remaining economically sustainable.  One major building and renovation 
company, for example, has fitted water carts to their trucks, to carry non-potable water which is 
well-suited for most of the functions for which it is required.   

There are many similar examples, across different sectors.  Supported by Green Cape (with a 
mandate from the province and the city to ensure the green economy drives growth and jobs), 
businesses and municipalities are better managing their water-use and finding alternative water 
sources. Much work has also been done to support companies prepare their “business continuity 
plans” in the event of a day zero. We need the City’s private sector network to actively engage with 
all their employees to reduce water use and to understand the link between saving water and saving 
their jobs. 

And what of the provincial government departments, particularly education and health, for which 
we are directly responsible? 

Work began early last year on “business continuity plans” to ensure that these facilities can continue 
functioning in the event of day Zero.  Most critical are hospitals and clinics, where our plans are far 
advanced.  We have focussed specifically on drilling boreholes, and by the time Day-Zero arrives, all 
hospitals and clinics will have been secured to continue functioning. 

Schools are also a key focus, and a major challenge.  It is essential to keep them open, both so that 
education can continue and that children can be kept safe at a very challenging time.  There are over 
900 schools in the Cape Town Metro, of which 423 have boreholes.  Some of these produce potable 
water, and for the rest, plans are advanced to link borehole water to the schools’ sanitation 
reticulation system, which will then be cut off from municipal water.  It is obviously essential to 
provide water to schools without boreholes.  But this must still be finalised.  

One option is to establish a system of “sub-PODS” where tankers could collect water for distribution 
to key institutions, such as schools.  And when the immediate crisis is over, we will have to institute 
a long-term programme of managed aquifer recharge, to put back the water we have extracted. 

Every provincial government department has a detailed business continuity plan in the event of Day 
Zero. 

But although it now looks likely, it is a worst case scenario.  We can still avoid Day Zero by the skin of 
our teeth if every consumer cuts water usage down to a maximum of 50 litres per day.  Here is a 
diagram of what can be done with that amount of water.   
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No person in Cape Town should be flushing potable water down a toilet anymore.  At home, for 
example, we turned off the tap of the toilet’s cistern, store grey water in the bath-tub, and scoop it 
out to fill the cistern when needed.  No-one should be showering more than twice a week now.  
There is nothing wrong with a daily scrub, using the old-fashioned “skottel en waslap” method, with 
which many of us grew up.  

It will also be essential that the City’s water augmentation projects come on stream timeously, but 
these cannot save us from Day Zero in 2018, without a significant reduction in usage.  If everything 
goes according to schedule, augmentation schemes will, by the end of April, produce between 120 – 
150 million litres per day  --  either from ground water extraction, or from small-scale desalination. 
This figure falls into perspective when we consider our failure to bring consumption down below 
500-million litres per day. 

As the drought is likely to persist, we will have to go for large-scale desalination in the years ahead, 
and we are grateful to all those entrepreneurs and consortia who have come forward to make 
proposals in this regard.  We will follow them all up, to supplement the planning and feasibility 



studies we have done to date, in order to make sure we find the best long term solution, while 
following due process of law (including the complex tender regulations).  And we will do whatever is 
possible to compel national government to fulfil its mandate of providing bulk water infrastructure 
and supply. 

However, in the short term, there is only one solution:  We have to save water as if our lives depend 
on it.  Because they do. 

 


