
Sustainable development refers to an
improvement in basic living
standards without compromising the
needs of future generations. It implies
economic development, social
progress, political freedom, and care
for the environment. The theme of
the 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development, which was
held in Johannesburg, South Africa,
was ‘People, planet, prosperity’. Thus
it is appropriate that we should
examine the progress that South
Africa has made with sustainable
development, and see if there are any
lessons for us.

South Africa has many development
‘issues’. In places, rapid population
growth is outstripping economic
growth (although not everywhere, and
not at a national scale), and there are
still huge inequalities between the
races in access to water, sanitation,
education and levels of well being.
Despite the dismantling of the
apartheid system, the legacy of racial
inequality endures. Nevertheless,
South Africa has made much progress
in its search for sustainable solutions
to the problems of underdevelopment.

Clean water – a basic human
right 
According to the Constitution of
South Africa, every person has the
right to clean water. The Department
of Water Affairs and Forestry’s
Community Water Supply and
Sanitation Programme (CWSS) was
established in 1994 to achieve this.
Since then, about 6.5 million people
have been given a basic water supply.
By mid-2002, 27 million people had
access to clean water. A policy giving
poor families 6,000 litres of free water
every month was implemented in late
2000. 

Over 50% of the country’s population
live in areas where municipalities are
now offering a basic amount of free
water every month. 

Sanitation
During 1999/2000, R75 billion was
spent on sanitation, but an outbreak
of cholera in 2000/01 emphasised the
need for the urgent delivery of
additional basic sanitation services. A
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Figure 1: South Africa at a glance

Figure 2: Sustainable South Africa fact file 

• Education Adult literacy is up from 87% to 92%. 23% of South Africans have now
passed the matric examination, compared to 14% in 1994. 

• Electricity 69.8% of South African households have electricity. In rural areas,
electrification has increased by 218%, or 1.98 million households, in seven years.
This means that over half of rural households have electricity at their disposal,
compared to just 17% in 1994. 

• Health South Africa’s malaria control programme was recognised by the World
Health Organisation as the best in the Southern African region in 2001/02. 

• Housing More than 70% of South Africans live in formal housing. Home ownership
has increased from 66% to 77% since 1994 – an increase of 1.5 million family homes. 

• Water 83.4% of South African households have access to clean water. Since the
beginning of 1999, 4m more South Africans have got access to clean running water,
with a 62% improvement in rural households with running water available either in the
house or on the plot. 

• Alien vegetation South Africa’s Working for Water project is the biggest conservation
endeavour on the continent, tackling the scourge of alien vegetation head-on and
employing in the region of 18,000 people. 

• Biodiversity South Africa has the third highest level of biodiversity in the world, and is
the only country to contain an entire floral kingdom. 

• Elephant conservation There are approximately 12,000 elephants in South Africa.
Since 1994 no elephants have been culled, thanks to a new elephant management
plan. 

• Kruger National Park supports the greatest variety of wildlife species on the African
continent. 

• St Lucia, on the northern KwaZulu-Natal coast, was proclaimed a World Heritage Site
in 1999. It includes a remnant of a primordial forest, and has five separate
ecosystems: coral reefs, coastal dunes, lake systems, swamps, and extensive reed
and papyrus wetlands. 

• The Transfrontier Park that spans South Africa, Mozambique and Zimbabwe is the
world’s first conservation initiative of its kind. The 38,600 sq. km park will be bigger
than the Yellowstone National Park in the US, and even bigger than Switzerland,
Belgium or Taiwan. 

• Urban forest. The trees of Johannesburg form one of the largest urban forests in the
world.



sum of R135 million was made
available for the delivery of water and
sanitation services over the next three
years in areas of KwaZulu-Natal
affected by cholera.  In early 2002 the
Water, Sanitation and Hygiene
campaign (WASH), a global health
programme, was initiated to highlight
the importance in reducing disease of
washing hands after toilet use. In the
2001 financial year the department
spent R120 million constructing
50,000 pit latrines and will continue
to do so until all people have access to
basic sanitation within 10 to 15 years. 

One in two South Africans has no
access to adequate sanitation facilities
– either no facilities, or an unsafe pit
or bucket toilet – and there is a clear
need to address the sanitation
problems of the poor. Acute diarrhoea
is a direct consequence of poor water
and sanitation provision. Diarrhoea
kills more than 50,000 South African
children every year and affects
millions more. Seemingly less serious
sanitation-related ailments like
scabies and intestinal worms are also
severely debilitating – the latter can
stunt mental and physical growth and
can even result in death. 

Mvula Trust, the country’s largest
water and sanitation NGO, is keen to
find a holistic approach to both issues.
Increasingly, ‘water provision’ is the
term used to refer to the provision of
both clean water and sanitation
services. The two go hand in hand.
Too often, water is provided without
attending to the safe disposal of
human excrement. Polluted water
supplies are the result.

Mvula Trust is managing and
implementing sanitation programmes
in six provinces. The Trust has
helped over 10,000 households to
improve their sanitation facilities, has
worked in over 500 villages, has
implemented sanitation projects in
over 100 schools, and has disbursed
over R35 million to support sanitation
services in South Africa. 

Although a water-borne sewage
system – where flushable toilets pipe
waste water through underground
pipes to sewage depots long distances
away – may seem preferable, high
maintenance and running costs
render this option inappropriate for
many communities. Increasingly,
Mvula Trust and the Department of
Water Affairs and Forestry are
looking at dry sanitation options –
either pit latrines or urine diversion

toilets. Pit latrines or ‘long drops’ are
not always pleasant to use, but are
often the most appropriate solution: if
well-managed, they are not harmful to
the environment or users. Ventilated
improved pit toilets, as they are now
called, allow the urine to drain off,
enabling the faeces to dry up and
decompose safely. Problems arise,
however, if the latrines are sunk into
the ground water, causing
contamination. 

Few have heard of ‘urine diversion’
toilets, but these are likely to become
more common in many homes in the
years to come. Mvula Trust has so far
introduced 2,500 in the country, and
the project is gaining momentum.
Once a month the bucket is emptied
and the contents either burnt or
collected into a compost bin, together
with more soil, ash and other waste
like kitchen organics (fruit and
vegetable peels). It can then be used as
compost in the garden or vegetable
patch. 

Half of the populations of
Johannesburg and Durban are
without access to water-borne sewage.
These cities’ municipalities have
realised that they cannot afford to
continue installing and maintaining
water-borne systems, and are
beginning to offer pit latrines or urine
diversion options instead. 
Toilets for both options can be made
(using fibre-glass moulds) by the
communities themselves, thus
stimulating local economic
development. 

Food and trees 
Food and Trees For Africa is South
Africa’s first and only national non-
profit greening NGO, and was formed
in 1990 by a group of individuals who
realised that the country’s
environmental challenges amounted
to more than just saving endangered
animals. FTFA has grown from
strength to strength, developing,
managing and promoting sustainable
greening programmes, including land
use management and food security
through permaculture. 
FTFA has three key programmes:
Trees for Homes, Eduplant, and the
Urban Greening Foundation. 

Trees for Homes 
Trees for Homes espouses the view
that ‘a house is not a home without a
tree’.  FTFA aims to improve the
quality of life of the poor by providing
plant material, environmental

awareness and education for those
living in low-cost housing
developments. The majority of South
Africa’s disadvantaged people live in
poorly designed and impoverished
urban and peri-urban housing
settlements. 

Growing trees and other plants in the
townships brightens the environment,
prevents soil erosion and provides
wind breaks, as well as food, income
and activities for unemployed people. 

FTFA does far more than simply
provide plants for greening. It spreads
awareness about the importance of
greening, and trains volunteers to
become community-based educators
on greening the environment
themselves. They share their
knowledge with neighbours, and soon
the entire community is involved in
the business of gardening. 

Eduplant
Eduplant is a nationwide project
which teaches schools about
permaculture – a system of farming
and gardening that combines animals,
plants, buildings, local people and the
landscape in way that recycles
nutrients and waste, replicates nature
as much as possible and generates
more energy than it uses. Although
food production is one of its central
themes, it is also about energy-
efficient buildings, waste water
treatment, recycling and land
conservation. Its design principles
mimic nature, giving high yields for
low energy inputs, and apply equally
to urban and rural dwellers. Now
hundreds of schools have started their
own income-generating organic food
gardens. Often the entire community
gets involved, with unemployed
parents helping out.  Schools have
come up with innovative plans to
grow food, recycle waste and improve
their school environments. Eduplant
holds a competition every year for the
best school permaculture projects. 

Urban greening
The Urban Greening Foundation was
established in response to requests
from local governments and
communities to help with urban
greening initiatives – from streets, to
homes, to community food gardens. 

Volunteers from Ivory Park,
Johannesburg, began a food garden
using permaculture principles. They
don’t use chemicals or insecticides,
but do use organic fertiliser. It is
much safer for the ground, the
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environment and the produce itself,
which has no added chemicals. The
garden is progressing well. Herbs and
fruit trees have been introduced, and
a nursery to sell garden produce to the
Ivory Park community is being
developed, so the volunteers are
generating some income as a group. 

Goats and rural development 
Podi-Boswa (Pty) Ltd has given
much-needed hope to a North West
province community traumatised by
the closure of the local platinum
mines. Podi-Boswa – which means
‘goat, our inheritance’ – makes up to
R2,000 per goat from the animal’s
meat, milk and skin. Podi-Boswa
combines the power of indigenous
knowledge and the value of a natural
resource to give a sustainable
livelihood to over 1,000 people who
had been living on the brink of
despair. 

The project is a successful rural
development project that could
provide a good model for sustainable
development in similar outlying areas
in South Africa. The business model
could also be used in other developing
countries where subsistence
agriculture is common. 

Podi-Boswa started in 2000 and has
grown to the point where, currently, it
involves almost 30 villages in the
province, and trains young people to
make goat leather handbags, belts and
purses. These products are marketed
to the South African tourism
industry. 

Community hygiene, human
dignity
The people of Kheis, whose closest
town is Springbok, 120 km away, were
relocated from the Swartland area
during apartheid-era forced removals.
They now survive on goat and sheep
farming and on income from those
family members who have managed
to find work elsewhere. Before Mvula
Trust moved in to help them, the 120
families of this tiny rural settlement
relied on a sporadic fresh water supply
and the ‘bucket system’ to cope with
their sewage. 

A few years ago the government
installed a mobile desalination plant
to remove the salt from the
community’s drinking water, but the
results were not entirely successful
and the community was forced to go
for long periods without fresh water. 

The archaic ‘bucket system’ for
sanitation involved the municipality
coming intermittently to remove
waste by tractor. Buckets would
overflow, sewage would be dumped
behind houses where children played,
and more often than not, a stench
pervaded the village. 

Health problems like diarrhoea,
scabies, eye infections and a high
incidence of TB were the norm. In the
mid-1990s Mvula Trust was brought
in to sort out the water problems.
Pipes were laid and water pumps were
installed. Soon water will be piped
directly to each home. In 1997 the
Department of Water and Forestry
appointed Mvula Trust to address the
community’s sanitation problems.
Demonstration pit latrines and urine
diversion toilets were set up and a
slow, careful process of education
began. 

An official took to visiting several
families every day, teaching them
basic hygiene and showing them the
benefits of clean toilets and of washing
hands and keeping flies away by
closing toilet doors and lids. Now the
school and homes have clean

sanitation facilities and health and
hygiene in the village are generally
much improved. It was important that
the project wasn’t dumped on them.
People have got back a sense of self-
worth and self-esteem. They have
taken control of things themselves. 

Turning the alien green tide
Working for Water employs 18,000
people (who would otherwise be
jobless) to chop down and clear
invading alien species, including
wattle, gums, pines, hakea, and triffid
weed. Many of these invasive species
consume vast quantities of water, thus
depleting precious supplies. They also
fuel devastating fires, which can
destroy indigenous species, causing
millions of rands of damage.
According to the United States
government, invasive alien species
have effectively wiped out 4% of global
GDP. This is two-and-a-half times
Africa’s combined GDP. After habitat
destruction by humans, invasives are
the second biggest potential cause of
species extinction in the world. 

Working for Water, which has a
budget of R450 million for this year
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alone, intersects with a range of
government departments. Invading
alien plants destroy the productive
potential of land, contributing to
poverty, unemployment and social
problems. Alien species altogether are
estimated to consume 3,300 million
cubic metres of water, which amounts
to 7% of South Africa’s annual run-
off. Another major problem is fires.
Many invasive aliens form a highly
combustible mass. The result is
intense fires that sweep across the
Western Cape with frightening
regularity. Invasives can burn with 10
times the heat of indigenous plants,
destroying the latter’s seeds. Their
own seeds survive, however, and as a
result aliens usually sprout thicker
than before on land that has been
devastated by fires. 

The fight against these tough aliens
appears to be a battle of epic
proportions. For example, a lightly
infested hectare of land could cost
about R100 to clear, whereas the same
land left for the next 15 years, would
cost 40 times as much to clear. 

Thando Papers
Alien vegetation is a problem in many
parts of the world. When the wrong
plants take root they can lower the
water table and strip land of its
natural protection. Joseph Diliza has
used these weeds to create his own
industry. He started harvesting the
alien reeds growing in the urban
rivers outside Cape Town, and
convinced South African Breweries to
sponsor some expensive machinery. 

Thando Papers makes lampshades,
greeting cards, picture frames and
photograph albums. They have an
office and a showroom, as well as a
press. They train others in the art of
papermaking, and they have a
constant supply of raw material.
Nevertheless, they would benefit from
marketing, and the sort of retailers
who will create a constant demand for
their products. Their goal is to have
their own exclusive paper shop – with
a training facility attached.

Conclusion
South Africa has many problems.
Much of this stems from population
growth outstripping economic
growth. However, as we have seen,
there are many low technology
projects that help tackle the problems,
even if they do not solve them
completely.

Recommended links
For a background on water
development in South Africa, visit:
http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/sdwat
ermedianetwork/pdfs/Guy%20Rogers
%20Water%27s%20the%20Key.pdf

Sustainable development in South
Africa:
http://www.safrica.info/ess_info/sa_gl
ance/sustainable/

Food and Trees For Africa at:
http://www.trees.org.za.

Free water developed in the Eastern
Cape. For a background document on
this visit:
http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/sdwat
ermedianetwork/pdfs/guy_rogers.pdf

Three stories on the background of
water related sustainable development
in South Africa can be found at:
http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/sdwat
ermedianetwork/pdfs/three_stories_g
uy_rogers.pdf

To find out about South Africa’s
demographic and economic
characteristics, visit the CIA World
Fact Book at
http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/f
actbook and then highlight South
Africa.
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1.  (a) What are the problems associated with rapid population growth?
(b) What impact do these have on the sustainability of development?

2.  Outline the problems associated with a lack of clean water.

3.  In what ways is it possible to make development more sustainable?

F o c u s Q u e s t i o n s

Figure 4: Location of Kheis, Northern Cape
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