
 

Challenges Experienced with Water Services Delivery in the Limpopo Province, South Africa: A Case Study of a Rural Community in Vhembe District 
Municipality 

251 

 

 

 

Challenges Experienced with Water Services Delivery in the Limpopo Province, 

South Africa: A Case Study of a Rural Community in Vhembe District 

Municipality 

Sejabaledi A. Rankoana 

Department of Sociology and Anthropology, University of Limpopo, Private Bag X1106, Sovenga 0727, South 

Africa 

E-mail: sejabaledi.rankoana@ul.ac.za 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v6i9.1219        

                                                        

 

 
Abstract  

Study purpose: One of the challenges for many local municipalities is the provision of basic water 

services to all South Africans. The purpose of this study was to explore water service delivery in the 

Mukondeni community in Limpopo Province. Materials and methods: Semi-structured interview 

questions were posed to communities and employees in a municipality in Limpopo Province to achieve 

this goal. The main study focus was on the responses of community members and local authorities in 

charge of water service delivery, and the nature of resources in the water supply. Results, Discussion and 

Conclusion: The findings show that community members are experiencing challenges with water service 

delivery, and workers in the water services department are dissatisfied with the current system. Direct 

involvement, coordination, and cooperation, as well as the development of a culture of a culture of 

empowering the local communities, should result in improved water service delivery to the community 

and Musina Local Municipality in general. The study suggests that water efficiency and effectiveness 

campaigns be launched to help alleviate and improve the current perilous situation. 
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Introduction 

Water scarcity is one of the world's most pressing issues, and authorities are frequently faced with 

the challenge of ensuring that adequate water resources are available to meet the ever-increasing demand. 

Water scarcity is primarily a problem in semi-arid regions, where it is difficult to secure water supplies 

due to high population density. Several factors, such as settlement location, socio-economic and 

demographic variables such as household size, and environmental variables such as temperature and 

precipitation, have been found to influence water consumption at the household level in rural areas (Shan 
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et al., 2015; Murwirapachena, 2021; Priyan, 2021). Many rural areas in South Africa are becoming 

increasingly dissatisfied with the quality, quantity, accessibility, and frequency of interruptions in water 

delivery (Statistics South Africa, 2018). Limpopo is a water-scarce province that was declared a disaster 

area in November 2015 as a result of the drought that affected the majority of South Africa's provinces. 

Water scarcity is a significant development issue in Limpopo Province, limiting both economic and social 

activities (Emily & Muyengwa, 2021). Water-related challenges continue to affect communities 

throughout the province, but the Vhembe District Municipality is at the epicenter of this. 

South Africa is a semi-arid country with limited water resources, and bringing safe drinking water 

to rural communities remains a challenge (Pindihama & Malima, 2022). Ngobeni and Breitenbach (2021) 

support the idea that South Africa is a water-scarce country, receiving an average of approximately 

between 450 and 465 mm of annual rainfall, almost half the world average.  The country’s water-related 

challenges for sustainable are exacerbated by its history and scarcity of water. The provision of basic 

water services to all, particularly the rural poor, is the country’s most pressing challenge in terms of water 

and development (Thwala & Edoun, 2018). However, providing services to the poor is one of the long-

term development in the water industry. Other challenges include the high level of non-revenue demand, 

the water services industry’s weak institutional capacity, the economic viability, the environmental 

degradation of water resources, and the availability of sufficient water.  

Although there is no agreement in the literature on the most effective ways to improve water 

service delivery (Matikinca et al., 2020), the current study presents the state of water resources and 

challenges with water service delivery, as well as recommendations to adopt local practices to manage 

water demand in a rural community. Due to a growing population, deteriorating water conditions, and the 

effects of climate change, ensuring rural water security has become a major challenge for sustainable 

development. Water resource management has become a top priority for development practitioners and 

national governments, particularly in the developing countries (Ananga et al.,2021).  

Due to high levels of water demand, Musina Municipality, drought-stricken area located in 

Vhembe District Municipality in Limpopo Province, South Africa, is a resource-poor municipality. Lack 

of water for household consumption, livestock, and farming has long been a major concern 

for Musina communities (Musina Local Municipality Integrated Development Plan [IDP], 2020-2021). 

Water service delivery in Musina is poor, in addition to the effects of periodic water scarcity (World 

Bank, 2010). This is exacerbated by a lack of competent staff and difficulties with staff recruitment, poor 

maintenance of water resources, and community misuse of water resources. The current study was 

designed to explore water service delivery and the challenges that come with it.   

 

Research and Methodology 

Study Area  

The Mukondeni community is located in the southern part of Musina Local Municipality in 

Limpopo Province, South Africa at 22° 35´ S and 30° 40´ E. Mukondeni was identified as a case study 

because of the wide range of water service delivery challenges, which are so endemic to other 

communities found in the province’s rural areas. The population of the community consists primarily of 

women due to the effect of migrant labor practiced by men from the area (Musina Local Municipality 

Integrated Development Plan (IDP) 2020–2021). The municipality receives its water supply from 

Vhembe District Municipality (VDM), which is a Water Service Authority, and it is the responsibility of 

the water service provider to ensure that all the communities within the municipality have access to clean 

bulk water resources (IDP 2020–2021). The area is supplied with water from two rivers: The Mutale 

River and the Nwanedi Lupepe. Although groundwater is a valuable resource in the study area, it is 

contaminated, putting residents at risk of getting waterborne diseases such as cholera. 
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Research Design 

The population of the study was made up of key informants, including community development 

members or leaders and workers, civic members (groups), forum members of the Mukondeni community, 

and Mutale Water Supply Plant manager. Mutale Local Municipality officials were surveyed using the 

snowball sampling method so as to have as many key informants as possible. The study used primary data 

that was collected using a standardized questionnaire with questions that addressed water service delivery 

in the community. The following aspects or items were used to analyze the proposed study of the 

authorities responsible for water service delivery in the area: the types and status of water resources 

available in the community; the effectiveness of the authority in making water available to the 

community; and the challenges faced by the authority responsible for water supply. The sampling interval 

was between six and twelve informants of Mutale Water Supply Plant officials (workers). Within each 

household selected for the sample, the information was solicited from the households’ guardians, for 

example, those people responsible for fetching water daily for domestic consumption. Data were analyzed 

descriptively using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS 16.0) software. Informed consent was 

sought at the beginning of the study. In addition, the informants were asked to answer the questionnaire 

only to the best of their knowledge. There was no pressure to get them to respond to the questions posed. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

Sources of Water 

The Republic of South Africa’s Department of Water Affairs (2012) promulgated a minimum 

level of water supply of 25 liters per capita per day, which the local authorities are expected to provide to 

their residents without the residents incurring any costs or paying for the water charges within 200 m 

from their homes. According to the Republic of South Africa’s Municipal Systems Act of 2000, the 

Integrated Development Plan (IDP) is a process in which a municipality and other local role players 

compile a blueprint that outlines how services will be delivered to the community and makes provisions 

that should be reviewed annually. The Musina Final Integrated Development Plan is a five-year strategic 

document that informs all the planning in the local municipality (IDP Plan, 2020–2021). According to this 

document, free basic water supply is subsidized by the municipality, with consumption above the free 

water limit of 25 liters per capita per day attracting payment by the consumer. In line with this strategic 

document, the municipality has initiated developmental projects that are aimed at increasing the quantity 

of water. The current water projects that the municipality has completed include the construction of a weir 

on the Mutale River to augment the raw water quantity. It has increased the pipe size from 200 to 400 mm 

in diameter to convey more water from the weir to the water treatment plant, and it has changed the water 

treatment plant from slowed filtration to a rapid sand filtration system with a capacity of 3.6 megaliters a 

day. Further, it has constructed two additional water reservoirs with a combined capacity of 13 megaliters. 

Community members obtain water from a variety of sources, including the river, boreholes, 

rainfall, and piped water from neighboring communities. Mutale River is the most frequently used source 

of water (for 50% of respondents), most likely because it is a free resource. However, this river is 

ephemeral; hence, the second commonly used source (for 34% of respondents) is piped water from an 

adjacent community, which is more sustainable but has a cost factor associated with it. This is due to the 

fact that residents must hire vehicles, primarily pickups, to transport this water from the neighboring 

Mangaya and Maheni communities to Mukondeni. 

It is thus clear that the Department of Water Affairs, which is mandated with managing and 

protecting the country’s water resources, with the National Regulator in charge of accountability, is 

failing to fulfil its mandate because of the vast majority of residents continue to rely on the Mutale River 

as their primary source of water, with its associated health risks. Van Ginkel et al. (2001) add that the 



 

 

Challenges Experienced with Water Services Delivery in the Limpopo Province, South Africa: A Case Study of a Rural Community in Vhembe District 
Municipality 

254 

 

International Journal of Social  
Science Research and Review 

 

Volume 6, Issue 9 
September, 2023 

 

availability of treated freshwater resources is critical to the provision of safe and sufficient drinking water 

in South Africa. However, Statistics South Africa Household Survey (2017) and Obi et al. (2002) noted 

that majority of the population in rural Africa relies on raw water resources such as rivers, wells, and 

ponds, which are feces-contaminated, rarely treated, and thus unsafe for human consumption. In the 

study, the productive uses of domestic water at the household level include beer brewing, small-scale 

food production, and household construction in low-income areas. Poor-quality irrigation water can affect 

crop growth and reduce yields or lead to increased salt loads in soils, which render them less productive 

(Ashton & Godfrey, 2014). Thus, it comes as no surprise that members of the Mukondeni community are 

deeply dissatisfied with the state of the water service supply in the community. 

 

Figure 2. The main source of water supply in the community 

Water Services Delivery 

It is important to outline how regulations in the water sector work in South Africa. The DWA 

regional offices regulate municipalities within the provinces where they are situated, exercising authority 

on non-partisan lines. At the local level, a water service authority has oversight over a water service 

provider directly responsible for local operations. The Ward Committee has direct oversight over water 

services, raising any concerns with its mayors and ward councillors (Howard and Bartram, 2013). In 

practice and administratively, this division of labour has not worked. Local regulation in water services 

has been weak because municipal water departments are both referees and players at the same time. 

Politicians, ward committees, and ward councillors have become rife with patronage and are often 

insufficiently knowledgeable about water issues to adequately express matters raised in their 

constituencies at the city council level (Obi et al., 2002). Thus, it is no wonder that at the grassroots level, 

there seems to be no clear view as to who is responsible for water service delivery. Most community 

participants identified the Vhembe District Municipality as the responsible body for water supply, while 

community councillors fingered the technical manager of the Department of Water Affairs as the person 

responsible for water service delivery. Thus, it is no wonder that when it comes to satisfaction, some 
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community members said workers were not doing enough to make sure that water was always available in 

all areas, while others said enough was done. In contrast, councillors were of the opinion that the 

municipality is doing well. 

The above varied response is also tied to viewpoints on the sufficiency of water. For example, 

community members believed that the Musina Municipality was not providing sufficient water, while 

municipal workers believed it was supplying water. Councillors believed that the municipality provided 

adequate water. In response to the community’s complaints about the lack of adequate water supply, 

councillors stressed that the municipality was planning to drill boreholes to supply more water, while 

municipal workers noted that the municipal authority was planning to upgrade the water scheme to bring 

more effectiveness to the water supply. This was in direct response to the community’s complaints about 

the poor maintenance of existing pipelines to households by the Vhembe District Municipality. All the 

above issues created the impression that the municipality did not care about water service delivery to the 

community. The Statistics South Africa Household Survey (2017) validates that despite the improvement 

in providing access to water and sanitation facilities, there has been a steady decrease in the number of 

households that are satisfied with the water services they receive. 

Types and Status of Water Supply Resources Available 

The above poor image of the Vhembe District Municipality as a water authority is further 

enhanced by comments from the municipality that water tank trucks supply water for drinking, cooking, 

washing, or doing laundry when there is a shortage, and then only once a month. It would seem that this 

constitutes the municipality fulfilling their mandate on water provision. However, participants noted that 

even when tankers are sent out, there are no fixed times for water delivery, with this endeavour being 

most notably undertaken when there are funerals. On the question of how water service delivery can be 

improved, vastly different responses were obtained from the community, councillors, and the 

municipality. For the community, the repair and maintenance of the water reticulation system was a top 

priority, while councillors indicated that new state-sponsored housing will have running water. The 

municipality indicated that it needs more resources to assist the community. However, due to a culture of 

non-payment and high unemployment, the very low levels of payment for services delivered make it very 

difficult for the municipality to fulfil its mandate on water supply. This can lead to service delivery 

protests. Atkinson (2007) has provided some qualitative analyses on the causes of protests, and both 

studies showed that inadequate service delivery is at the core of nearly all protests in South Africa. Gurr 

(1970) emphasizes the role of relative deprivation as the key driver of protests. He argues that poverty, 

economic want, and poor living conditions rouse feelings of resentment that are responsible for the protest 

generation. 

Challenges Experienced by the Municipality in Ensuring Consistent Water Supply 

An outstanding observation is that, as eluded to above, the problem faced by the municipality is 

mired, ranging from inadequate communication to the community on when water tankers would be 

available to a lack of financial resources to ensure adequate maintenance of the water reticulation system 

and the appointment of additional technical staff. The situation is further complicated by illegal 

connections on supply pipelines. This phenomenon is not unique to Mukondeni. Unauthorized 

connections, for instance, connecting a hosepipe to a communal tap, are becoming an increasingly 

common sight in South Africa. For example, Seshoka et al. (2014) report on one community where 1,700 

illegal connections were counted, the majority of which were being used to irrigate garden plots. The 

result of this will be that while the ‘connectors’ have more than their share of water, the water pressure is 

lowered to such an extent that communal taps furthest from the reservoir run dry (Koekemoer, 2009). The 

issue of low water pressure was confirmed by officials of the municipality. In resolving the above issues, 

in addition to the request for more resources, the municipality also noted that it needs the active 
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participation of ward councillors and tribal authorities to act as intermediaries between them and the 

community, especially with regard to eliminating the culture of non-payment. Councillors, on the other 

hand, were of the opinion that community members needed to be educated on how to save and use water 

efficiently, that community members must erect boreholes and store water in tanks, and lastly, that 

community members must take the initiative to inform the municipality on water service challenges. 

Algotsson and Murombo (2009) noted that Vhembe District Municipality is responsible for water 

supply in their area of jurisdiction. They further indicated that the provincial government has not provided 

sufficient ongoing support to the various districts in order for them to accomplish their mandate. Obi et al. 

(20002) recommended that the municipality strengthen its administrative capacity and enhance its 

technical capacity by upskilling its staff, in addition to making its administrative system accessible and 

receptive to the public. The water service delivery challenges faced by the Musina Local Municipality 

will only increase in the future in the face of an ever-increasing population and an older reticulation 

system. Thus, based on the findings above, the study makes the following recommendations: The 

municipality should introduce the reallocation of the water services department. Thus, it is envisaged that 

the municipal authority and the municipality's water workers should jointly work together as a single 

municipality, rather than the current situation where municipal water services departments are controlled 

by Vhembe District Municipality. This creates a long channel of communication between the municipal 

authority, water workers, and end-users of water in general. Equally, this causes unnecessary delays when 

community members report poor water service supplies. Direct communication must be established 

between the Musina municipality and the community or end-user of water. The provision and 

maintenance of water services should also be done by Musina Local Municipality (MLM) rather than 

Vhembe District Municipality (VDM). However, the challenge facing a significant number of 

municipalities is that in the majority of South Africa’s rural communities, poverty is high and 

infrastructure is limited, with little or no reliable bulk water sources. Furthermore, these communities are 

located in hard-to-reach areas where it is geographically not feasible to provide in-house connections and 

people are unable to pay for municipal services (Smith, 2009). 

 The municipality conducts public meetings at the end or beginning of each year to get the 

respondents’ reports on their performance on water supply services in the previous year. Such an exercise 

brings qualitative improvement as people will discuss pertinent issues related to the supply of water, thus 

collectively seeking new ways of managing the situation. The introduction of a prepaid meter system at 

the household level was suggested. The system would discourage the misuse of water via illegal 

connections and can lead to efficient usage of water in the community, while at the same time meeting the 

standard of free basic water needs for the indigents. Lastly, the municipality should adopt a business 

model for water service delivery. Thus, water service delivery units or departments must be structured on 

good business principles. This implies a properly staffed organization that includes all the skills and 

experience required for the effective management and operation of the service, covering both technical 

and financial responsibilities. Ward councilors have an important role to play in this organization as the 

equivalent of the board of directors. Venter (2010) reports that in order to improve the delivery of public 

services, especially on the part of local government, the government of the day has to address the 

challenges that hamper service delivery in a more coordinated and proactive manner, focusing on macro-

goals in order to develop the country’s infrastructure and ensure that all citizens benefit. Poor water 

service delivery, according to Beyers (2016), is a result of many small municipalities in South Africa 

struggling to operate and maintain their infrastructure in a cost-effective and sustainable manner. 

 

Conclusion 

The study describes the community’s satisfaction with the current water supply services, source 

of water, challenges faced or experienced by the municipal authorities in providing water consistently to 
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the Mukondeni community, and the type and status of water resources available. The study findings 

demonstrate that tare water service delivery in the Mukondeni community is real, which is compounded 

by a lack of clear understanding of the division of labor and responsibilities. Musina Municipality will 

need to invest in institutional strengthening, information management, and (natural and man-made) 

infrastructure development to strengthen water security in the face of increasing demand, water scarcity, 

growing uncertainty, greater extremes, and fragmentation challenges. 
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