
 

Water Resources Management in South Africa: A Feminist Political Ecology Perspective 642 

 

 

 

Water Resources Management in South Africa: A Feminist Political Ecology 

Perspective 

Luvuyo Jalisa  

Department of Water and Sanitation, South Africa 

E-mail: luvuyojalisa@gmail.com 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v6i7.1343        

                                                        

 

Abstract  

Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) has been the main paradigm in managing 

water resources in South Africa. Its approach calls for the decentralisation of water resources 

management to ensure inclusive participation in decision-making. The Paper applies a systematic search 

of the literature and document analysis to dissect how decentralisation of water resources management 

gestates three social dimensions of participation, power and equity, which are often overlooked by the 

approach of IWRM. The Feminist Political Ecology was then used as a framework to analyse all these 

three social dimensions of participation, power and equity. Power dynamics in the decentralised 

institutions of participation often hinder the participation of previously marginalised groups. The Paper 

further illustrates that power manifests itself in many forms in the decentralised institutions of 

participation. White commercial farmers in South Africa often have too much power and dictate all 

decisions made in those decentralised institutions of participation. Lastly, the Paper also shows that equity 

is still a pipedream in South African water resources management institutions and processes because 

water is intrinsically linked to the land, which was dispossessed from the black, indigenous people of 

South Africa. Therefore, equity in water can never be achieved without addressing the land issue.   

Keywords: Participation; Power; Equity; Feminist Political Ecology; Integrated Water Resources 

Management 

 

 

1.  Introduction 

 
This Paper explores Integrated Water Resources Management as a water management approach 

adopted by the South African Government to manage its water resources. To understand the dynamics of 

water resources management in South Africa, this Paper uses Political Ecology as a broad ambit 

framework to discuss the three themes that emerged from understanding water resources management in 

South Africa: participation, power, and equity. Within the broad ambit of political ecology, the Paper 

specifically uses Feminist Political Ecology as a lens to probe the intersections between participation, 
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power, and equity and how these relate to water. The Paper starts by first giving a broad outline of 

political ecology before drawing on feminist political ecologists to explain participation, power, and 

equity, and ends this section on how these discussions relate to water and IWRM. 

2.  Understanding the Foundation of Political Ecology 
 

In its broad sense, political ecology unpacks nature-human relations, especially the struggles to 

access natural resources (Sultana, 2020). To understand the background of the term political ecology, 

Wolf (1972) argues that the term political ecology' was first coined by Frank Thone in an article 

published in 1935. Since the term has been used within the context of human geography and human 

ecology, many political geographers would associate the term political ecology with the neo-Malathusian 

views on human, society and nature complexities. The neo-Malthusian views were based on the eco-

scarcity argument, which was put forward by Thomas Malthusian, who argued that ecological crises come 

from the demands of a growing human population. For neo-Malthusians, the environmental capacity 

cannot sustain the ever-growing population (Robbins 2004). The neo-Marxist approach to explaining the 

relations between humans, society, and nature was by linking it to material power which is driven by 

political and economic factors (Biersack and Greenberg, 2006:3, 10; Bryant, 1998:80). 

Eric Wolf (1972) popularised the term' political ecology' in his article entitled 'Ownership and 

political ecology,' in which he discussed how local rules of ownership and inheritance "mediate between 

the pressures emanating from the larger society and the exigencies of the local ecosystem" (Biersack and 

Greenberg, 2006; Butzer, 1989; Khan, 2013). Wolf reflected on cultural ecology1 and consulted orthodox 

Marxist texts to develop his idea of political ecology. For him, the drawback of cultural ecology lay in its 

emphasis on the "problematics of adaptation to the environment without attending to the structures of 

inequality that mediated human-nature articulations" (Biersack and Greenberg, 2006). At the same time, 

Wolf critiqued the obsessive concentration of orthodox Marxists on economic analysis, which neglected 

the importance of nature and the environment (Biersack and Greenberg, 2006; Khan, 2013). In its 

essence, political ecology focuses on how relations between humans and their environments are mediated 

by wealth and power (Peterson and Broad, 2009). 

This Paper uses political ecology as an umbrella theoretical framework to discuss the three 

themes of participation, power, and equity. Political ecology has therefore been defined as a diversity of 

theoretical and methodological approaches to socio-ecological relations that share a common interest in 

questions related to the politics of natural resource management, access, and control, environmental 

knowledge, and their interactive effects on livelihoods and environment change dynamics (Bassett and 

Peimer, 2015). Political ecology tends to be power-laden rather than politically inert (Biersack and 

Greenberg, 2006; Khan, 2013). The Paper, therefore, takes advantage of the power-laden aspect of this 

theoretical approach in unpacking IWRM in South Africa by looking at the three themes of participation, 

power and equity in a quest to achieve both environmental and social justice. 

Within the broad ambit of political ecology, the Paper uses feminist political ecology (FPE) 

because this approach contends that in understanding and analysing parameters that shape access to and 

control over natural resources, one must look at gender in relation to class, race and other relevant axes of 

power (Sunberg, 2017). FPE offers an explicit emphasis on power and politics at different scales, 

directing attention towards the gender dimensions of key questions around the politics of environmental 

degradation and conservation, the neo-liberalisation of nature and endless rounds of accumulation, 

enclosure and dispossession associated with each of these (Elmhirst, 2015). It foregrounds 

intersectionality, which advances the understanding of patriarchy and other power structures to examine 

                                                           
1 Cultural ecology is an approach associated with Julian Steward who was looking at how cultures are able to develop cultural 

attributes based upon material and environmental endowments. Basically, how culture use the environment to survive 

(Townsend, 2009).  
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the co-constitutiveness of various workings of power and oppression (Sultana, 2020). The constitutive 

character of overlapping intersectionalities can reinforce marginalisation and oppression across various 

axes (such as gender, class, race, sexuality, disability, age, and education). Power assemblages are 

understood and analysed as interlocking systems of contextual marginalisation (Elias, et al., 2021; 

Sultana, 2020). Its primary focus is on exploring how power is situated in intertwined histories of 

colonialism, patriarchy, and capitalism, which impact the perceived legitimacy of knowledge holders, 

their knowledge, and how it is produced (Sundberg, 2017). In a nutshell, FPE analyses the embodied 

everyday experiences of nature-human interrelations as they play out in different spatial contexts 

(Elmhirst, 2011; Rocheleau, 2015). For this Paper, I use the FPE lens in analysing and understanding 

participation, power and equity, which are the main themes that emerged from my research. 

3.  Water Resources Management in South Africa 
 

South Africa has been no stranger to international debates that promote environmental 

management and sustainability. As such, to manage its water resources, the country has adopted 

Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) as its approach to managing its water resources. This 

paradigm is featured in various policies, strategies, and legislative frameworks. We know that in 1998 

South Africa introduced the National Water Act (NWA) Act No. 36, which became the country's main 

legal framework for managing water resources. The NWA made bold provisions to protect, use, develop, 

conserve, manage and control South African water resources through an integrated and decentralised 

water management approach (Walter et al., 2011). Then we saw under the National Water Resources 

Strategy 1 (NWRS1) in 2004 that IWRM was officially adopted as the water resources management 

approach of the country. IWRM is based on the principles of a) freshwater is a finite and vulnerable 

resource, essential to sustain life, development, and the environment; b) water development and 

management should be based on a participatory approach, involving users, planners and policy-makers at 

all levels; and c) women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water. 

According to Goldin (2010), IWRM was adopted in South Africa despite warnings by water 

professionals that the actual implementation of IWRM was more complicated than thought. It is important 

to note that the understanding of IWRM at the time was that it was an approach to water resources 

management that sought to manage water resources in an integrated manner to adapt to environmental 

changes and promote the sustainability of water resources (Berjak, 2003; Blomquist et al., 2005; DWAF, 

2006; Fritsch and Benson, 2013; Goldin, 2010; Warner et al., 2008). In 2009 DWAF developed a 

document called Water for Growth and Development Framework. Its aim was to introduce the concept of 

'developmental water management' (DWM), to operationalise IWRM and promote equity. 

The understanding and the aspirations of both the Water for Growth and Development 

Framework and the National Development Plan (NDP) vision 2030  were incorporated into the National 

Water Resource Strategy 2 (NWRS2) of 2013. The NWRS2 was developed to respond to the NDP, 

ensuring sustainable water management of the country to support its development. The NWRS2 

continued to state that water was to be used to contribute to the economy and job creation; therefore, it 

was to be protected, used, developed, conserved, managed, and controlled sustainably and equitably. 

 

4.  Methodology 
 

This Paper applied empirical secondary qualitative research design in order to interpret and 

understand the world by appreciating different perspectives that may be of utmost importance in 

understanding water resources management in South Africa. The qualitative research design can be 

understood as a method that seeks to understand processes and behaviours in their natural settings, 

through which the researcher tries to make sense of phenomena and the meanings that people attribute to 
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them (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). Against this above background, this Paper seeks to exploit the benefits 

of qualitative research design (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The qualitative research design further allows 

me as a researcher to recognise and appreciate diversity, differences, and uniqueness (Flick, 2002). 

For data collection, this Paper has identified, selected, appraised and synthesised evidence related 

to the research question. In terms of identifying the literature that formed part of this whole process, it is 

imperative to note that there was a comprehensive literature search. This literature search aimed to 

identify all available evidence relevant to the research topic. Studies were searched using three strategies: 

(a) a formal search of academic databases where I used the master search string; (b) a search of grey 

literature on the websites of key organisations in the water sector in South Africa, and in Google Scholar, 

using mainly keywords associated with water management; and (c) citation tracing using different 

snowballing techniques, such as searching for literature that has been referenced by key publications of 

relevance to the topic (Langer et al., 2017). 

Document analysis will be the method of acquiring information for this research. Many 

researchers understand document analysis as a form of qualitative research in which the researcher 

interprets documents to give voice and meaning to the topic at hand (Bowen, 2009; Stake, 2000; Yin, 

1989). However, the widely accepted definition of document analysis is foregrounded by Corbin & 

Strauss (2008), who state that "document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating 

documents, both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material. Like other 

analytical methods in qualitative research, document analysis requires that data be examined and 

interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge". This fits the 

exact procedure followed in this research, which includes reading through, analysing, and sorting 

literature to identify an attribute of materials. Literature materials can be regarded as the manifestation of 

wisdom, are the ocean of knowledge, and have important values for the development of human society, 

history, culture, and research scholars. Therefore, document analysis, as chosen in this Paper, produced a 

rich description of water resources management using the FPE lens (Stake, 2000; Yin, 2003). Therefore, I 

could apply logical reasoning to explore the logical relations among articles rather than the quantity 

relationship. In simplest terms, document analysis has been chosen to classify information contained in 

kinds of literature, to select typical examples, to compare the similarities and differences between things 

through reasoning, to re-organise and come to a conclusion based on the qualitative description (Bowen, 

2009; Labuschagne, 2003). 

5.  Three Social Dimensions of Water Management in South Africa 

 
5.1. Participation 

 

Participation is a multifaceted term that can mean different things to different people. Such 

diverse understandings of participation have led authors to identify various typologies of participation by 

identifying degrees of participation. The commonality across various typologies is how participation can 

evoke and signify almost anything that involves people. In this Paper, participation is defined as how 

people get to have a say in collective decisions that affect their lives. It is a matter of engaging 

stakeholders in decision-making and empowering local stakeholders and groups to contribute to solving 

public challenges (Van Buuren et al., 2019). The Paper also notes that stakeholders with different 

ideologies can use participation for other things. Participation can underplay the role of the state and 

transitional power holders and can overtly or inadvertently cement the ideas of those who already have 

power (Mohan and Stokke, 2000). 

Arnstein's ladder of participation is one of the early and still widely used categorisations of 

participation. In his categorisation of participation, Arnstein (1969) identifies eight types of participation 

grouped into three areas: citizen control, tokenism, and non-participation, as shown in Figure 1. Citizen 
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power is the top form of participation and includes citizen control, delegation, and partnerships. The 

second broad rung on the participation ladder is tokenism which includes placation, consultation and 

informing. Tokenism can be understood as a form of manipulative and passive participation that 

legitimises decisions that have already been taken. At the bottom of the ladder of participation is non-

participation, which includes therapy and manipulation. In these forms of (non)-participation, participants 

have no voice in the process of decision-making (Arnstein, 1969; Cornwall, 2008). 

 

Fig 1: Arnstein's ladder of participation 

(Adapted from Pretty, 1969) 

The Paper finds Pretty's (1995) typology of participation useful to engage my findings for its 

broadness and comprehensiveness. It describes participation in seven distinct forms: from manipulative 

participation, where there is the inclusion of token representatives in decision-making with no real power, 

to self-mobilisation, as shown in Table 1. In each form, the nature and level of control regarding decision-

making is enhanced. For Cornwall (2008), Pretty's categorisation describes a spectrum defined by a shift 

from control by authorities to control by the people or citizens. 

Table 1: Pretty's categories of participation 

Typology Characteristics of each 

Manipulative 

participation 

Participation is simply a pretence, with 'people's' representatives on official boards 

who are un-elected and have no power. 

Passive 

participation 

People participate by being told what has been decided or has already happened. It 

involves unilateral announcements by an administration or project management 

without any listening to people's responses. The information being shared belongs 

only to external professionals 

Participation 

by 

consultation 

People participate by being consulted or by answering questions. External agents 

define problems and information-gathering processes, and so control analysis. 

Such a consultative process does not concede any share in decision-making, and 

professionals are under no obligation to take on board people's views. 

Participation 

for material 

incentives 

People participate by contributing resources, for example, labour, in return for 

food, cash or other material incentives. Farmers may provide the fields and labour, 

but are involved in neither experimentation nor the process of learning. It is very 

common to see this 'called' participation, yet people have no stake in prolonging 

technologies or practices when the incentives end. 
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Functional 

participation 

Participation seen by external agencies as a means to achieve project goals, 

especially reduced costs. People may participate by forming groups to meet 

predetermined objectives related to the project. Such involvement may be 

interactive and involve shared decision-making, but tends to arise only after major 

decisions have already been made by external agents. At worst, local people may 

still only be co-opted to serve external goals. 

Interactive 

participation 

People participate in joint analysis, development of action plans and formation or 

strengthening of local institutions. Participation is seen as a right, not just the 

means to achieve project goals. The process involves interdisciplinary 

methodologies that seek multiple perspectives and make use of systemic and 

structured learning processes. As groups take control over local decisions and 

determine how available resources are used, so they have a stake in maintaining 

structures or practices. 

Self-

mobilisation 

People participate by taking initiatives independently of external institutions to 

change systems. They have contacts with external institutions for resources and 

technical advice they need, but retain control over how resources are used. Self-

mobilisation can spread if government and NGOs provide an enabling framework 

of support. Such self-initiated mobilisation may or may not challenge existing 

distributions of wealth and power. 

(Adapted from Pretty, 1995) 

Gaventa's (2006) typology of participation provides a different perspective by discussing spaces 

for participation. He starts by arguing that the notion of 'space' is extensively discussed in the literature 

that synthesises power, policy, democracy, and citizen action. This is supported by the earlier work of 

Cornwall (2008), who argued that these spaces of participation are not neutral; power relations shape 

them. Gaventa (2006) teaches us that we have: a) closed spaces of participation, which are spaces where 

decision-making processes are happening behind closed doors; b) invited spaces which are spaces created 

to widen participation to move from closed spaces to more open ones through an invite; and c) 

claimed/created spaces which are spaces created by less powerful actors from or against the power 

holders.2 

Regarding categories and spaces of participation, FPE zooms in on how marginalised 

communities are unevenly affected by broader political, economic, climatic, and social-ecological 

changes by understanding how gender intersects with other aspects and structural power to create 

differential access to natural resources and participation in the institutions (Erwin et al., 2021). FPE calls 

for representation justice, which is about increases in the participation of minority groups in decision-

making processes. Representation justice prevents the most powerful groups from dominating processes 

and outcomes and introduces meaningful social perspectives and knowledge that will be overlooked 

through unjust representation (Young, 2000). Representation justice does not assume shared identities. 

For example, they understand that since structural racial oppression puts white women in different social 

positions than black women, white women cannot be said to represent all women (Haeffner, et al., 2021). 

Representation justice rather calls for accountability on myriad perspectives that can provide a broader 

representation of shared aspects of experiences. 

 

 

                                                           
2 Cornwall (2008) refers to this last type of spaces as organic spaces. 
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5.1.1. Participation in IWRM Institutions 

 

Within the context of water resources management in South Africa, IWRM is promoted through 

the NWA 1998, which calls for the decentralisation of water management. However, participation that 

takes place within a framework of inequalities does not guarantee bottom-up democratic processes or 

increased equity. This is because the methods used to identify and represent groups for participation in 

planning and decision-making can cement power dynamics within the institutions of participation, as we 

see in various institutions such as water user associations and apartheid institutions such as the irrigation 

boards. 

5.2. Power 

 

As should already be evident from the above discussion, power relates strongly to the nature of 

participation. Power refers to the capacity to influence others, control valuable resources, and administer 

punishment and rewards (Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et al., 2006). Power can be understood as related to three 

aspects. The first one is relational power, which is a power that is exerted over a person or a group of 

people to achieve compliance. Dahl (1957) sees this power as a system of ruling elites where few people 

have significant power. The second aspect of understanding power is power over an agenda. Bachrach 

and Baratz (1962) argue that decisions are made within a complex system where power is about making 

decisions and setting the agenda that leads to decisions. Those who possess power control the agenda, and 

thus can influence decisions. The last aspect is extrapolated from Lukes' (1974) radical understanding of 

power, where power is manipulative, with the primary goal of controlling what people think is right, 

leading to the acceptance of biased decisions without question. 

Feminist writers highlighted how such aspects of power all depart from an understanding of 

power as having control over it. It is built on ideas of force, coercion, oppression, and domination. Allen 

(1998) distinguished between different power dynamics and argued that power is not only about control 

over. Whilst' power over' refers to the ability of the power to affect the actions and thoughts of the 

powerless, there is also 'power to', which indicates the capacity to act, exercise agency, and realise the 

potential of rights, citizenship, or voice. This is what empowerment is about. 'Power within' often refers to 

gaining a sense of self-identity, confidence and awareness that is a precondition for action. And 'power 

with' refers to the synergy that can emerge through partnerships and collaboration with others or through 

collective action and alliance-building processes. 'Power with' requires respect, trust, solidarity, and 

mutual support. 

Feminist political ecology goes beyond the narrow understanding of power. Feminist political 

ecology conceptualises power as a) relational (domination), and b) empowerment, as alluded to by Allen 

(2005). 

5.2.1. Power as Relational (Domination) 

 

The conceptualisation of power as relational (domination) comes from critiquing feminists who 

view power as a resource that can be distributed. Young (1990) contends that power cannot be possessed. 

The author views power as a relation. She argues that the distributive model tends to presuppose a dyadic, 

atomistic understanding of power; as a result, it fails to illuminate the broader social, institutional, and 

structural contexts that shape individual relations of power (Young, 1990). Feminists who are influenced 

by phenomenology, radical feminists, Marxist (socialist) feminism, intersectional feminism, post-

structural feminism, post-colonial and decolonial feminism and analytic feminism all have a common 

understanding that power relational and that social relations are tightly defined by domination and 

oppression (Allen, 2005). 
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5.2.2. Power as Empowerment 

 

Allen (2005) argues that there is a narrow understanding of power, as power-over, domination, or 

control is implicitly masculinist. Allen (2005) contends that feminists from various theoretical 

backgrounds have argued for a re-conceptualisation of power as a capacity or ability, specifically, the 

capacity to empower or transform oneself and others. This understanding of power moves away from the 

conceptualisation of power-over but the conceptualisation of power-to. However, Wartenberg (1990) 

argues that the feminist understanding of power-to, which he calls transformative power, is actually a type 

of power-over, though one that is distinct from domination because it aims at empowering those over 

whom it is exercised. 

5.2.3. Power in South African IWRM Institutions 

 

Despite the above understanding of power from the FPE perspective, water resources 

management in South Africa illuminates various power dynamics in the decentralised institutions of 

participation. In South Africa, access to water resources, access to the management of water resources and 

access to participation in other decision-making processes of the water resources are influenced by how 

much power an individual or a particular group of people have. Through evidence analysis, this Paper 

shows that there are three main power dynamics in the water resources management institutions in South 

Africa: relational power, power over and manipulative power. 

a) Relational Power 

 

Many studies show that white farmers who benefited from the apartheid system that gave them 

privileges and economic advantages continue to have access to data systems of the water resources in 

their WUAs and are reluctant to share such information with their black counterparts because they protect 

their privileges. This is a classic relational power, a system of ruling elites where few people have 

significant power. The white commercial farmers refuse to share power with their black counterparts, as 

indicated by the findings of the study done by Van Wyk et al. (2006); Waalewjin et al. (2005). Without 

the sharing of the information, black farmers have no meaningful participation in the WUA processes; 

this gives the white commercial farmers an advantage in making decisions (Nel et al., 2015; Van Wyk et 

al., 2006; Waalewjin et al., 2005) that serve their interests and reinforce inequalities. The white 

commercial farmers then tend to exert their power over the small-scale black farmers because of their 

resources. 

b) Power Over the Agenda 

 

Bachrach and Baratz (1962) argue that decisions are made within a complex system in the power-

over aspect. So power is not only about making decisions but also about setting the agenda that leads to 

decisions. Those who possess this power control the context within which decisions are made, thus 

influencing those decisions. An example of this type of power aspect from the thesis findings is the case 

study in the Crocodile-Mario river system and the Inkomati WMA, where the disfranchised group blacks 

are expected to participate in IWRM bodies (Foster et al., 2017). But they had no means of transport (or 

resources for transport costs) to attend meetings of such bodies. Financial means then become an obstacle 

to their participation. What happens is that power rests with the white commercial farmers to influence 

the events in the WUA. They choose the venue for meetings and set the agenda, mostly without 

consideration of the realities of others, thus excluding the previously disadvantaged individuals (Denby et 

al., 2016; Foster et al., 2017; Lotz-Sisitka and Burt, 2006). In this way, the white commercial farmers 

control the context in which decisions are made and the agenda about what decisions are prioritised and 

made. 
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c) Manipulative Power 

 

The last form of power is extrapolated from Lukes' (1974) radical understanding of power. This 

form of power is regarded as a manipulative power where the main goal is to control what people think is 

right, and this form of power can lead to the acceptance of biased decisions without question. My findings 

reveal that this form of power is often linked to the land being used as a prescript to cement power and 

decisions being made without it being questioned. The power to participate in the decision-making 

processes of WUAs is enabled by land ownership, leaving those who do not have property being excluded 

in participating in economic activities and water resources management (Marcatelli, 2018). Land 

ownership is intrinsically linked to power because it influences engagement in the IWRM institutions of 

participation, such as the WUAs. The dynamics of land ownership in South Africa and its relation to 

power, even in the water sector, goes back to the Land Act of 1913. From 1913 until 1993, the period for 

black South Africans represented powerless, asset-less and socially despised previously marginalised 

people of this country. It was a period of deprivation and discrimination. I refer to the weak economic 

status and smaller land assets of previously marginalised people by deprivation. It is well known that land 

is a passport to privileges, including economic activities and water itself. Therefore, previously 

marginalised people in South Africa have little access to it (Phansalkar, 2007; Thangraj, 2006). Women 

and blacks, in general, have little power in making decisions related to water access and management 

because of a lack of land ownership. And when they participate in these IWRM institutions, such as 

WUAs, they are manipulated into agreeing to things others decide. 

5.3. Equity 

 

The notion of equity is often overlooked in preference for equality, and that has a substantial and 

residual value element that defines it. Equity is a principle that promotes justice and fairness. 

At an analytical level, this Paper uses FPE to advocate for an egalitarian distribution and 

responses to the legislative stance on equitable share and access to resources in order to ensure fairness 

and achieve social justice. To achieve equity in the water sector, six principles, as highlighted by Pena 

(2011), which should be read using the FPE lens, need to be considered: 

(a) By equity, it should mean the needs and rights of people 

By water needs and rights, it means we should move away from restricting water to a specific limit 

and look at satisfying the needs and rights of people. This will consider each person's different 

water-use preferences (Pena, 2011; Whiteley et al., 2008). 

 

(b) The totality of benefits must be considered 

Water has many benefits, and those who were previously deprived of this precious resource should 

not only be given access to potable water. Different benefits of water must be considered, 

including the indirect benefits, environmental benefits, and other externalities (Marmot et al., 

2008; Pena, 2011). 

 

(c) Equal opportunities, maintaining fair play, and procedural justice, in general, are fundamental 

components of social justice 

The soft aspect of water management must be given attention. This includes mechanisms that 

promote diverse participation, conflict resolution, capacity building for water users and 

agreement on the rules that determine fair play. Efforts have been made in South Africa to 

establish WUAs to promote participation. However, these associations are still dominated by 

white male farmers, and in some cases, black males use cultural norms as a ticket to have more 

power than women. Therefore, diverse views are not fully realised. This needs to change if equity 

is addressed in South Africa (Humphreys and Robinson, 2010; Luh et al., 2013; Pena, 2011). 
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(d) The needs and ethical principles that are recognised as basic by society must be prioritised 

It might seem to be a repetition of information. Still, the principles of non-discrimination and access 

to basic needs that societies have put forward need to be taken seriously. Even though such 

principles have been incorporated into the concept of human rights, they are indispensable in 

creating an equitable situation (Bruns and Meinzen-Dick, 2000; Pena, 2011). 

 

(e) The present situation regarding equity must be analysed within the framework of the historical 

processes that led to it and its current dynamics 

South Africa is diverse, with different cultures having different epistemological views. Therefore, the 

current distribution of benefits from water in South Africa can be understood in various cultural, 

economic, social, and political factors that have influenced its historical development (Cole, 

2012; Pena, 2011). 

 

5.3.1. Equity in the Water Resources Management in South Africa 

 

Equity in the access and management of water resources in South Africa is still a pipedream. This 

Paper has explained how manipulative power in South Africa has manifested in water resources 

management and the linkage towards the Land Act of 1913. There are various forms of equity that South 

Africa has failed to achieve when it comes to water resources management. 

 

The first form of equity is social equity, which refers to the principle of achieving fairness and 

justice for people who were and continue to be marginalised. In understanding the management of water 

resources, one must note that social equity has not been achieved as blacks in general and women in 

particular still find themselves as spectators in the decentralised institutions of participation such as the 

water user associations and irrigation boards. This group is not part of the decision-makers in those 

institutions, but just spectators. Suppose social equity is about fairness and justice. In that case, black 

people must not be seen as visible entities in these institutions but active participants who are given a 

chance to make decisions without being manipulated. 

 

The second form of equity is gender equity. The Paper has found that women continued to be 

marginalised in the decision-making processes. Women are often the victims of manipulative power, 

where men use traditional or cultural norms to foster the idea of manipulative power and use it to advance 

their group's agenda to ensure exclusion and domination over women. The studies conducted by Mjoli 

and Nenzhelele (2009), in Mutale (Limpopo), Mutshimbwe (Limpopo), Nzhelele (Limpopo), Middle 

Letaba (Limpopo), Bushmans River (KZN), and Imfunda YoPhongola (KZN) WUAs also found that 

power dynamics are expressed through patriarchal norms. Thus, this shows us that the issue of 

inequalities between races and genders becomes an impediment to achieving equity in the access to 

resources and in the management of the resources because power dynamics tend to shift the focus away 

from critical issues of the society that needs to be addressed. The Department of Water and Sanitation, on 

the other hand does not have any practical solutions to address these gender imbalances which are 

sustained by traditional and cultural norms. 

 

The last form of equity is intergenerational equity which seeks to ensure the enjoyment of natural 

resources, including water, across generations of people (Divan and Rosencranz, 2005; Saleth and Dinar, 

2004; Phansalkar, 2007). However, from the thorough evidence synthesis – from the studies conducted by 

Denby et al. (2016), Förster et al. (2017), Kemerinka et al. (2013), Lotz-Sisitka and Burt (2006), Nel et al. 

(2015), van Wyk et al. (2006), and Waalewijn et al. (2009) – we see that the enjoyment of water resources 

across generations of people only happen to one group. The white people of South Africa have enjoyed 

having access to water resources since the formation of the South African Union in 1910. Through the 

promulgation of different legislations, we see that white farmers, in particular, are the ones that enjoys 
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having access to water resources. Failure to implement the WAR programme means that white farmers 

will continue to have unabated generational enjoyment of water resources. 

 

6.  Discussion on the Three Social Dimensions in Water Resources Management in South Africa 
 

The three social dimensions of participation, power, and equity in water resources management, 

must be seen not as individual factors but as co-creative, context-driven, and interconnected elements. 

The theoretical lens of feminist political ecology has helped illustrate their complexity and depth, and 

equity now requires the same critical reflection. Quimby and Levine (2018) argue that measures or goals 

that focus on just one of these factors are also incomplete without acknowledgement of how power, 

participation, and equity shape each other. Bringing these three concepts together makes their 

interrelationships and importance for enabling key management principles more visible, but also shows 

the work still required to define them and put them. 

The feminist political ecology approach has shown that the right to water and gender equity are 

linked—the former can enable the latter, and the latter cannot be achieved without the former. However, 

the scholarly debate about the water right both in the management and access underscores the need for 

greater focus on power relations in decision-making about water, who gets water and who does not, how 

water becomes accessible and available, with what means and ends and how water governance is enacted 

across sites scales (Sultana and Loftus, 2012). 

Water justice requires attention to the right to water and gendered power relations in local water 

governance and lived water realities. Providing water will not bring about all women's empowerment 

equally, as intersectionality analyses demonstrate that gender is co-constitutive of class and race. 

However, not having water will impair the goals of gender equity. Each imperative thus must co-exist and 

co-evolve contextually to ensure equity, participation, and justice (Sultana, 2021). 

Conclusion 
 

This Paper has shown how water is a contested resource and that the three social dimensions of 

participation, power and equity are often overlooked when policies, strategies and legislative frameworks 

are promulgated. The IWRM, a paradigm adopted by the South African government to manage its water 

resources, calls for decentralisation to ensure effective and inclusive participation. The Paper has shown 

that the participation discourse draws attention away from the genuine social and economic differences 

between people and the need to redistribute resources, entitlements, and opportunities to achieve equity. 

The obsession with the participation of previously disadvantaged individuals in IWRM without changing 

the structural injustices that continue to entrench inequalities makes the issue of equity remain just a 

dream. The evidence synthesis of various literature indicates that despite water being regarded as one of 

the pillars that can be used to fight inequalities, it remains inaccessible to others. By inaccessible, the 

Paper means not have quality, the right quantity, and ease of access to water. 
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