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• Electricity, water and sanitation are key to improving standards of living, improving health and 
education outcomes, creating new economic opportunities and improving the household income 
impact of existing economic activities. 

• We could justifiably claim that universal access to a minimum level of these services is the single 
most important development intervention that the South African state could make. 

• The main focus in policies to increase access is the rollout of new infrastructure. BUT – while new 
infrastructure is essential to access to services, it is very far from sufficient. 

• There are two other issues that must be addressed: infrastructure maintenance and affordability of 
services. 

• The maintenance  backlog across water, sanitation and electricity in local government has been 
estimated at close to R400 billion. 

• Under the current fiscal framework, this should be funded out of own revenue, but there is no 
prospect that this is possible. 

• Municipal infrastructure in many places is rated “not fit for purpose”.

ACCESS TO SERVICES IS KEY TO SUPPORTING A WIDE RANGE OF 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES



• Once a user has a (working and maintained) services connection, the single biggest barrier to 
access is the cost of the service relative to household income

• Data suggests that a significant number of South African households cannot afford to pay anything, 
or no more than a tiny amount for services: 55% live below the upper-bound poverty line and 25% 
live below the food poverty line

• Millions of households are choosing between food and electricity – whichever they choose is 
detrimental to national development goals

• Services are a key facilitator of socio-economic development: when we deny poor households and 
micro enterprises access because they cannot afford to pay we are not just disadvantaging them, 
we are also undermining our entire development agenda (consider education). 

• In theory we have a FBS policy, but it only benefits a minority of households and the level of service 
provided (especially electricity) is too low to generate meaningful development benefits. 

AFFORDABILITY IS THE KEY STUMBLING BLOCK TO ACCESS



• The first thing that we require is a change in attitude: Access to sufficient, quality and reliable 
services for poor households and micro enterprises is as important for achieving our development 
goals as access for business.

• We need a sustainable and implementable solution to deal with the maintenance backlog: it is 
impossible that this can be funded out of current own revenue in local government. Proposed 
amendments to MIG are a good start.

• Most important is a significant improvement in the various free basic services policies

• We need to provide more free services to more households: this should be viewed as investment 
expenditure, and not as charity

• The current structure, implementation and oversight of the FBS must be improved so that more poor 
households benefit from access to sufficient levels of services to improve standards of living and 
create economic opportunities. 

• Apart from the development impacts, more free services will remove incentives for illegal 
connections, reduce outstanding debt and reduce administrative costs associated with trying to 
collect that debt. 

WHAT CAN BE DONE?


