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Right to water and sanitation in South Africa: 
1994 Grand Challenge 

❑ Right of access to sufficient 
water, subject to progressive 
realisation

❑ Water services a “local 
government matter” - 144 local 
Water Services Authorities 
(WSAs)

❑ Chapter 9 Institutions – 
including mandate for the 
South African Human Rights 
Commission (SAHRC)
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❑ 63 million people, high 
inequality 

❑ Dawn of democracy challenge: 
Potable water - 14 million 
lacked access; safe sanitation – 
21 million lacked access



Right to water and sanitation in South Africa: 
Significant progress – but challenges remain  
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SDG 6 Indicator 6.1.1 – Proportion of population using safely managed drinking 
water service (South Africa Sustainable Development Goals Country Report, 2023) 

SDG 6 Indicator 6.2.1 – Proportion of population using safely managed sanitation 
services (South Africa Sustainable Development Goals Country Report, 2023)

❑ Poor microbiological and chemical compliance: 46% – up 
from 5% in 2013

❑ More than 50% of WSAs have at least one WWTW in non-
compliance 

❑ Non-revenue water average is 47% 



Progressive realisation of the 
right to water: Research gap

❑ Numerous reports, articles, audits, complaints on dysfunctional water services from government, civil 

society, academia, science councils, Water Research Commission

❑ Numerous oversight institutions (SAHRC, Public Protector, Auditor-General, courts, national and 

provincial legislative oversight committees)

❑ No systemic synthesis of socio-economic context, physical context, water infrastructure assets, policy 

measures, human and financial resources, implementation metrics, and oversight recommendations and 

directives 

❑ No human rights framing 
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Lead Institutions 

XIX World Water Congress | Marrakech, Morocco | 1-5 December 2025 | www.worldwatercongress.org

❑ Claude Leon Chair in Earth Justice and 
Stewardship

❑ Mandated to promote, 
protect and monitor the 
realization of human 
rights in South Africa 
Section 181 & 184 of 
the Constitution read 
with the South African 
Human Rights 
Commission Act 40 of 
2013

❑ Formal Collaboration 
and Project Agreements



Research design 
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Collate information 
Worldwide web, legal databases, SAHRC inquiry reports, 
complaints, website of Auditor-General, Public Protector, 
Drop Reports, MFMA Schedules, IDPs, PMG reports, by-laws, 
tariff schedules  

Compile WSA profiles 
WSA-specific on progressive realization profile per province 
(context, policy efforts, resource efforts, implementation, 
oversight)  

Engagement 
Consultation with all profiled WSAs (verifiability), SALGA, 
provincial legislatures, Parliament

Provincial and National Reports 
Synthesis reports for each province and national 
level (Parliament) 

Indicators Table: 
About 32 Indicators:
❑ Context: Demographic, biophysical, 

socio-economic and governance 
conditions.

❑ Policy Efforts: Key by-laws, plans and 
other regulations.

❑ Resource Efforts: Budgetary and other 
resource priorities reflect what is 
needed to realise the water right.

❑ Implementation Metrics: Does the 
position of residents show a 
progressive realisation of the right.

❑ Oversight: Evaluate how active a role 
supervisory institutions play in basic 
water services delivery.

Granularity 
WSA as unit of analysis 

Online, public-facing 
GIS-tool: Auditor-
General example

https://mfma-2024.agsareports.co.za/
https://mfma-2024.agsareports.co.za/
https://mfma-2024.agsareports.co.za/


WJT Profiles and Verification  
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WJT Value: SAHRC Perspective 
❑ Enhances monitoring and oversight role of the SAHRC in tracking and assessing WSAs in the fulfilment of 

their obligations regarding delivery of water. 

❑ Enables SAHRC to foster accountability and transparency. 

❑ Enables SAHRC to make pointed policy recommendations and suggestions on how the right to access 

sufficient water can be realised in South Africa. 

❑ EnsureS that SAHRC contributes to knowledge development and enable academic research and the 

deployment of knowledge tools to tackle the systemic water challenges in South Africa.
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❑ Several drivers inhibit the ability of WSAs to effectively deliver on the right to water

❑ SAHRC has released a policy brief on water infrastructure sabotage urging several interventions

❑ Water and energy nexus and the need for international human rights law to consider access to a healthy 

and sustainable energy as a human right. 

❑ A whole of society approach is required in tackling water challenges in South Africa 

https://sahrc.org.za/index.php/publications/573-policy-brief-how-to-address-systemic-sabotage-of-essential-water-infrastructure/viewdocument/573
https://sahrc.org.za/index.php/publications/573-policy-brief-how-to-address-systemic-sabotage-of-essential-water-infrastructure/viewdocument/573


State of 
progressive 
realisation: 
Summary View  
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State of progressive realisation: Some 
preliminary findings – Mpumalanga Province 
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State of progressive realisation: Some 
preliminary findings – Mpumalanga Province 
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State of progressive realisation: Some 
preliminary findings – Mpumalanga Province 
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State of progressive realisation: Some 
preliminary findings – Mpumalanga Province 
Municipality By-law WSDP Indigent Policy

Bushbuckridge x x x

Chief Albert 

Luthuli x o x
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Dr JS Moroka x x x
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Lekwa ! o !

Mkhondo x o x
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State of progressive realisation: Some 
preliminary findings – Mpumalanga Province 

Municipality Leadership Planning Funding Infrastructure Electricity Ecological Consumer Intermediaries Third Party

Bushbuckridge x x x x x x x

Chief Albert Luthuli x x x x x x x

City of Mbombela x x x x x x x

Dipaleseng x x x x x x x x

Dr JS Moroka x x x x x x x x

Dr Pixley Ka Seme x x x x x x x x

Emakhazeni x x x x x x x x

Emalahleni x x x x x x x x

Goven Mbeki x x x x x x

Lekwa x x x x x x x

Mkhondo x x x x x x x x

Msukaligwa x x x x x x x x x

Nkomazi x x x x x x x x

Steve Tshwete x x x x x

Thaba Chewu x x x x x x x

Thembisile Hani x x x x x x x

Victor Khanye x x x x x x x



Thank you!

Email
Website

Social media

U n d e r  t h e  H i g h  P a t r o n a g e  o f  H i s  M a j e s t y  K i n g  M o h a m m e d  V I


