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CrossMark

Background: Neoliberalism favours the existence of free markets with limited government
interference as the best way to conduct business. A feasibility study is necessary regarding the
practicality of the application of neoliberalist policies in Zimbabwe’s water sector. This is
important because there has been a lack of water in urban and rural areas of Zimbabwe even
before the COVID-19 era.

Aim: The objective of this study was to investigate the feasibility of the commercialisation of
water in Zimbabwe.

Setting: The formation of the state-owned Zimbabwe National Water Authority signified a
move towards the solidification of the commercialisation of the water sector in Zimbabwe,
based in part on neoliberal principles.

Methods: This study is a conceptual study, involving the review of various sources of literature
to identify trends in the commercialisation of Zimbabwe’s water sector. This study is
descriptiveinnature and involves the use of secondary data gathered from various publications.
This study also makes use of a case study approach.

Results: The findings of this study show that the commercialisation of the water sector in
Zimbabwe is practical to a certain extent; however, it needs to be performed in a way that
acknowledges existing strengths and weaknesses with continuous monitoring and evaluation
taking place.

Conclusion: While commercialisation is a necessary tool to incentivising economic water
usage and generate revenue, there is a need to ensure that those who cannot afford to pay for
water in Zimbabwe are safeguarded in order to guarantee their access to basic water, which is
their human right.

Keywords: neoliberalism; commercialisation; water; government; Zimbabwe.

Introduction

Over the last 10 years, several African states have implemented new innovations or have just
begun restructuring their water sectors. This process is crucial especially in light of climate
change, growing global populations and increased levels of water pollution. The water sector
reforms that have been put in place in African states have to a larger extent come because of
increasing calls for change from world states. The pressure that has been applied on global
governments is aimed at pushing forward the need to introduce sustainable water management
techniques.

The United Nations Convention on Sustainable Development — the Earth Summit — that took
place in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 has, for example, led to increases in the policing of international
water management practices (Makurira & Mugumo 2006:167).

Present-day water management practices place great emphasis on the vitality of water
management approaches that consider the environment as an authentic user with its own rights.
More focus has been directed towards pollution prevention in new water management drives,
with more emphasis being placed on the need to treat water as an economic good that has value
and must be paid for by users. Greater efforts have also been directed towards enabling enhanced
local stakeholder involvement in water management initiatives by devolving management
functions to catchment and watershed levels. Ghana, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Zambia,
Swaziland, Malawi, Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania are typical examples of African states that
have implemented new improvisations in their water sectors (Makurira & Mugumo 2006:167).
The aim of this article is to investigate the feasibility of the commercialisation of water in
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Zimbabwe and to make recommendations as to the best
means to balance sustainable water usage in Zimbabwe with
the needs of the poor.

Methodology

This study centres on desktop analysis. The study is also
descriptive in nature, utilising secondary data gathered from
various sources such as articles, journals and conference
papers, amongst others. Secondary data sources in this study
are analysed using unobtrusive research techniques, with the
analysis of various secondary sources linked to the aim of
this study. Conceptual and comparative analyses of
secondary data were utilised in the study.

Conceptual analysis was implemented by means of
differentiating between interpretations of terms, as well as the
understandings that such terms convey. Furthermore, a
comparative analysis was utilised to make comparisons of the
impacts of the commercialisation of the water sector in
Zimbabwe on the poor. A case study approach was also used to
legitimise the study’s conceptual validity, tolay the groundwork
for sound means of arriving at new hypotheses, as well as to
enable the thorough examination of such hypotheses and to
allow for better understanding of the causes and effects of
different factors at work in the context of commercialisation of
the water sector and its effects on the poor.

Neoliberalism defined

According to Mathekganye, Van Heerden and Ukwandu
(2019:43), neoliberalism came about as a result of the election
to power of political leaders whose political views leaned
more towards new right ideologies, particularly in the United
States of America and Great Britain. There is no universal
definition of neoliberalism, with different disciplines that
gave rise to the term, such as politics, sociology and
economics, all furnishing diverse definitions of neoliberalism.
There are, however, some similarities between these varying
and different definitions. For example, neoliberalism in some
descriptions can be viewed as seeking to create new political
systems and ideologies as opposed to reviving old ones
(Davies 2014).

Neoliberalism is also defined as an ideology that is directed
towards institutions and undertakings that are external to
market boundaries (Mathekganye et al. 2019:44). In this
sense, institutions that include, for example, tertiary
education institutions, ordinary consumers, state entities and
trade unions can be incorporated into market activities under
neoliberalist concepts, via privatisation, deregulation,
downsizing, unbundling, and so on. The intended goal is to
re-organise these institutions so that they conform more to
market-orientated characteristics, or to commercialise non-
renewable resources such as water (Burgin 2012; Gane 2013;
Phillips-Fein 2009; Stedman-Jones 2012).

Thorsen and Lie (2007:2) give evidence that also supports the
existence of pluralismin definitions of the term ‘neoliberalism’.
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In one of their definitions, Thorsen and Lie (2007:2) define
neoliberalism as the revival of liberalism. Venugopal (2015:2)
cites Crouch (2011:vii) who defines neoliberalism as the
dominion over society by big business, whilst Venugopal
(2015:2) describes neoliberalism as seeking to give back
power to capitalist elites following the social and economic
upheavals that occurred in the 1970s. Holscher (2018:35)
defines neoliberalism as the accumulation of power by
business enterprises on an international scale, which enables
them to dominate all aspects of life.

Mathekganye et al. (2019:46) cite Thorsen and Lie (2007), who
formulated a definition of neoliberalism inspired by
Blomgren’s (1997) and Harvey’s (2005) views and
perspectives that more precisely explain what is happening
in modern times. Thorsen and Lie (2007) describe
neoliberalism as a varied pluralism of political views mostly
featuring the belief that governments’ sole justifiable role is
to protect individual, commercial and libertarian rights, as
well as the security of one’s assets (Hayek 1979; Mises 1962;
Nozick 1974). The neoliberal belief can thus be applied on an
international scale with the protection of international trade
and markets being regulated and the same phenomenon
being applicable on a national scale in national markets.

The relationship between neoliberalism and
commercialisation

Traditionally, neoliberal ideologies are traceable to the basic
historical ideologies supporting non-interventionist financial
and political theories supported by several authors and
scholars in the past. Classically, liberalism is founded on the
notion that people are free, and free to generate capital from
commercial undertakings.

Neoliberalism emphasises the freedoms of liberated people,
liberty and free will to make profit, and the right of individuals
to go about their own business endeavours. Classic liberalism
supports and promotes various notions that are associated
with the commercialisation of enterprises such as the right to
own private property, limited involvement of the government
in markets, free trade, the right to amass wealth and the
pursuit of personal prosperity (Hall 2011:13; Palley 2004).

According to Mathekganye et al. (2019:46), the idealism
contained in neoliberalism is based on the notion that limited
government interference in markets enhances business
performance and capital enterprise both nationally and
globally. This is based on the belief that free markets enable
an environment that is optimal for business growth.
Neoliberalism seeks to promote an environment characterised
by, amongst others, the enhancement of the creativity of
entrepreneurship, as well as enabling an environment in
which the best enterprises thrive whilst underperforming
businesses naturally die out under competition and are
incorporated into better-performing enterprises. Such free
markets would result in enhanced personal liberties and
improved standards of living for all citizens, essentially
resulting in the better allocation of resources in a state
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(Friedman 1962). These ideas advance the principles of free
choice and consequence (Nozick 1974).

Neoliberal principles, in some cases, can be seen as promoting
private sector-led economic growth at the expense of the
promotion of social development and the rights of workers,
as well as the rights of poor individuals. Neoliberalism is
thus based on the thwarting of the social and political rights
that citizens have by government, with government
instead promoting the interests of private capital (Venugopal
2015:14). In underdeveloped and developing countries where
capital is currently held in the hands of a small minority,
neoliberal principles and ideologies need to be approached
with caution. Neoliberalism tends to promote the interests of
private capital at the expense of socialist goals. A state
plagued with high levels of inequality and poverty cannot
thrive democratically. Therefore, if not approached
strategically, neoliberalism can thwart the interests of
democracy.

Venugopal (2015:12) also asserts that neoliberalism as a
theory places too much emphasis on economic development
in an effort to implement remedies based on marketplace
principles at the expense of other endeavours such as social
and political ideals and goals. Neoliberalism can best be
viewed as the total pursuit of economic advancement, the
promotion of private capital, the denial of wealth
redistribution and the thwarting of democratisation and
social welfare. Neoliberalism as an ideology may very well
lead to an increase in inequalities and wealth gaps in societies.
Neoliberalism can also be viewed as promoting the
empowerment of commercial entities whilst at the same time
stripping away the power of government, labour and the
masses.

Water sector reforms in Zimbabwe

Article 77(a) of the Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment No. 20
of 2013) ensures the right to safe and clean water. The
inclusion of this right in the Constitution is evidence of
Zimbabwe’s commitment to water provision to all its citizens,
which is in line with the human rights statutes that Zimbabwe
promised to uphold, which are incorporated in the African
Charter on the Rights of the Child, and the Protocol to the
African Charter on the Rights of Women in Africa.

In 2010, the United Nations promulgated a law, stating that
water and sanitation are both human rights. There are other
laws that govern the use of water in Zimbabwe, including the
Water Act of 1998 and the Zimbabwe National Water Authority
(ZINWA) Act of 1998 (Government of Zimbabwe 1998a).
Ensuring access to potable water is necessary for upholding
several rights in Zimbabwe, such as the right to life, education,
good health and sanitation. The Government of Zimbabwe is
therefore obligated to provide clean and potable water to all
citizens in Zimbabwe without bias, which means that water
must be made available to all citizens regardless of their
gender, race, status or language (Zimbabwe Lawyers for
Human Rights 2015).
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According to the Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights
(2015), the Zimbabwean government must:

¢ ensure that the right to water is promoted by refraining
from hindering this right

¢ safeguard the right to water by avoiding any activity that
may hinder people from benefitting from this right

e fulfil the right to access water by implementing measures
that guarantee all people enjoy this right

* provide clean and potable water in Zimbabwe as a duty
of the central government and local authorities.

In 1994, Zimbabwe underwent reforms in its water sector
before any other country in the sub-Saharan region had ever
embarked on their own water sector reforms. The water
sector reforms in Zimbabwe in this period were as a direct
result of two driving forces (Pazvakavambwa 2002). The first
factor was that, internationally, there was a drive and thrust
towards introducing more sustainable water management
practices. The second factor was that the water legislation
that was in existence in Zimbabwe at the time did not suit the
democratic ambitions of the state. The existing legislation at
the time did not allow, for example, the issuing of more water
use rights, whereas the majority of the people in Zimbabwe
had no access to a decent water supply. The existing
legislation therefore stifled and limited the ability of most of
Zimbabweans to have access to water. The 1976 Water Act, in
particular, was a colonial law designed to safeguard the
interests of the white minority, a minority which made up
less than 1% of Zimbabwe’s total citizenry of 13 million
individuals (Manzungu 2002).

Water legislation in Zimbabwe

Water usage in Zimbabwe is administrated by the Water Act
of 1998. Before the introduction of the Water Act of 1998, the
Zimbabwean water sector was governed by the Water Act of
1976. The Water Act of 1976 enabled the ruling colonial regime
to put all water use effectively under its firm control, based
on a system designed by this same regime. The Water Act of
1976 ‘allowed’ the citizens of Zimbabwe to utilise water
resources, provided that the water they were exploiting was
intended solely for domestic use. Beyond domestic use, any
other use of water under the Water Act of 1976 was considered
as commercial use, in which case a user had to obtain water
use rights. Water rights could only be given to water users in
Harare by the Water Court. The Water Court was located at
the Administrative Court of Zimbabwe (Makurira &
Mugumo 2006:168).

The Water Act of 1976 had several disadvantages:

e There was no decentralisation in the issuing of water
rights.

e Water rights were issued permanently to those who came
first. As a result, no water rights would be allocated when
water resources were fully assigned, despite whatever
the need may have been.

e  When there were water shortages, reallocation of water
was a long and bureaucratic-laden process.
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e There was no evaluation of water rights, which meant
that in the case of a right holder misusing their rights, the
evaluation of these rights could only be made at the
behest of the right holder.

e There was a lengthy process to acquire water rights.
Those who had acquired water rights were not obligated
to pay for them. They were also not required to contribute
to water service provision.

e The Water Act of 1976 made no provisions for
environmental protection or for safeguarding the quality
of water.

e No attention was paid to groundwater. There was no
regulation to control the usage of groundwater, nor the
number of boreholes that could be drilled.

Several changes were made to the Water Act of 1976 as time
went by, with global international pressure for changes in
water management leading the push for changes to
Zimbabwe’s water legislation. As a result, the Water Act of
1976 was entirely reviewed, which led to its revocation in the
enactment of the Water Act of 1998, which was aimed at
aligning water management in Zimbabwe with international
standards, as well as making it responsive to the needs of the
general population of Zimbabwe (Makurira & Mugumo
2006:168).

The Water Act of 1998

The Water Act of 1998 was promulgated into law following
incorporation and participation of various shareholders. The
Water Act of 1998 was based on principles of economic
efficiency, environmental sustainability and equity of use.

The Water Act 0f 1998 is mainly characterised by the following:

¢ The replacement of water rights with water user permits.
Water permits are given only for a specified time length,
with their renewal made upon the analysis of the permit
holders’ efficient water usage, as well as the general
availability of water.

* The first-come, first-served policy has been done away
with.

* Private ownership of water has been abolished.

¢ Arenewed perception of water from a holistic systematic
perspective, that is, underground water and water found
on the earth’s surface are now considered as entities of a
singular hydrological system.

* Organisations have been established to cater for and
promote community involvement and participation in
water management.

* The environment is now recognised as a user with its
own rights and there is more emphasis on the use of more
sustainable water management mechanisms.

e The polluter-pays principle is now in application, with
more legislation being introduced that is geared towards
pollution prevention.

According to Musemwa (2008:4), because of the effects of
colonialism, the government of Zimbabwe at independence
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in 1980 was forced to deal with an unequal water allocation
system that would remain in place until 1998. In 1998, two
legislative laws were passed, namely, the Water Act and the
ZINWA Act, which signalled an end to colonial water
legislation. Under colonial rule in Zimbabwe, land was
divided unequally, with white people enjoying the majority
ownership of land, whereas black people were denied equal
ownership to land. Black people were forced to reside in
segregated reserves later known as communal lands where
they had no ownership rights to land, could not buy or sell
land and were therefore excluded from owning any water
rights as well (Mbiba 2001).

The 1976 Water Act enforced the unequal ownership of land
and water as well as enforced the unequal granting of rights
to water access between people of white colour and non-
white colour people in colonial Zimbabwe (eds. Von Benda-
Beckmann, Von Benda-Beckmann & Griffiths 2005). This is a
situation, unfortunately, that is still characteristic of land and
water ownership in Zimbabwe in the present day, despite the
Zimbabwean government having undertaken a robust and
ambitious land reform programme that has ironically left the
resettled communal farmers excluded from access to water in
their new resettlements on previously white-owned
commercial farms. The Zimbabwean government’s
dedication to creating equality in Zimbabwe’s water sector
after independence in 1980 by introducing laws that promote
a fair and just system of water allocation was, however,
testament to its pledge to achieving an equal and just society.

Zimbabwe is characterised by the frequent occurrence of
droughts. One particular drought, which occurred in 1992,
was so severe that it helped to propel the Government of
Zimbabwe forward in repealing the colonial and racist 1976
Water Act. The 1992 drought and its severity convinced the
Zimbabwean government that it could no longer delay in
reforming Zimbabwe’s water sector, and it led to the
immediate revocation of the 1976 Water Act and the
proclamation of the 1998 Water Act. As opposed to the Water
Act of 1976, the Water Act of 1998 was based on the democratic
management of water, with stakeholder involvement from
all sectors in water usage decision-making processes. While
the 1976 Water Act gave voting rights to water right holders
only — with these voting rights being frequently granted to
white commercial farmers — the Water Act of 1998 included all
stakeholders, including collective farms selling produce on a
small-scale and farms producing produce for sale on a large
scale, mines, business interests, manufacturing and local
governments (Musemwa 2008:8).

As part of ongoing water reforms in Zimbabwe, ZINWA was
established by the Zimbabwean African National Union —
Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) - led Zimbabwean state. Zimbabwe
National Water Authority was tasked with the responsibility of
assuming leadership in the water services sector in
Zimbabwe, as well as the commercialisation of the water
services sector in Zimbabwe. The commercialisation of water
in Zimbabwe, seen as a steppingstone on the way to
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privatisation, has been attempted in many sectors, such as
the clothing industry, the milk industry, telecommunications
as well as in other public sectors amongst others. The
establishment of ZINWA was born out of an aspiration to
commercialise the management of water services in
Zimbabwe, with Harare Water being used as a means to
commercialise water supply (Manzungu et al. 2016:69).

Two basic changes that were introduced in the 1998 Water
Act were fundamental to the commercialisation of the water
services sector in Zimbabwe. Firstly, the 1998 Water Act
introduced the policy of approaching water as an economic
good, as opposed to water being treated as a social good, as
had previously been the Zimbabwean government’s position
towards water. Secondly, the 1998 Water Act promoted the
devolution of water service providers as well as the
implementation of modern strategies of Integrated Water
Resources Management. The 1998 Water Act made it legally
binding for water users to pay for their water usage which
was a step towards strengthening the commitment to abide
by existing global economic reforms that were taking place at
the time in other third-world countries. Pressure was being
exerted by the global community for water sector reforms to
be implemented in developing countries, specifically via the
Economic Structural Adjustment Programme. This was also
based in part on global pressures exerted by developed
nations in third-world countries to move towards neoliberal
policies and principles of governance (Musemwa 2008:9).

The user-pays principle was initially intended to apply to
water used in business and industry and not to water used for
personal household uses, which was deemed a commodity
that could not be priced at the time in Zimbabwe. ‘Primary
water’, as defined by the Water Act of 1998, means the
reasonable usage of water for primary purposes, such as for
fundamental household human requirements within the yard
or compound of the water user. At some point in time, there
was a departure from the philosophy of not pricing the usage
of primary water in Zimbabwe. Even people who were not
getting water were expected to pay fixed water tariffs by
municipalities (Economic Consulting Associates Limited
2011:xi). The importance placed on the introduction of
water charges resulted in the setting up of a new state entity in
Zimbabwe, namely, ZINWA (Makurira & Mugumo 2006:169).

According to Musemwa (2008:9), the ZINWA Act of 1998 was
promulgated to provide the legislative framework for the
establishment of ZINWA. The purpose of ZINWA was to take
charge of the administration of all previously government-
owned dams and waterworks in urban and rural areas. The
overall responsibility for the establishment and oversight of
state water infrastructure was bestowed upon ZINWA.
Zimbabwe National Water Authority was established to function
based on the profit-making models of the private sector,
characterised by charging consumers for water usage and the
provision of clean water, and, in addition, the delivery of
engineering expertise and skills, and in that way becoming
financially self-reliant (Derman, Ferguson & Gonese 2000).
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Implementation of commercialisation of
Zimbabwe’s water sector in view of sanctions
and dwindling budgets

According to Nyoni (2019:2), the economic sanctions in
Zimbabwe have led to a collapse in the provision of sanitation
services, coinciding with the endangerment of the ability of
the state to provide clean water. Sanctions imposed on
Zimbabwe have affected the ordinary Zimbabwean citizens
negatively as they are mutually negatively impacted by the
ineffective service delivery of not only water but also
sanitation, education, health and food production (Hove &
Chingono 2013). Zimbabwe has experienced notable
deterioration with regard to the extent to which its population
can access clean water, as well as in the amount of water
received per household as a result of economic sanctions.
Water provided by city councils in all urban areas of
Zimbabwe is not only consistently in short supply, but it is
also often dirty to the extent that one can clearly see human
excrement floating in the water.

The sanctions imposed on Zimbabwe have resulted in the
crumbling of its economy. Trade embargos placed on
Zimbabwe also played a major role in the destabilisation of
the Zimbabwean economy (Kanyongo 2016:12). Economic
sanctions in Zimbabwe led to the cutting of aid to Zimbabwe
by international financial organisations (Will 2003). As
sanctions were introduced in Zimbabwe, international
financial organisations such as the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank and the African Development Bank
have refused to lend money to Zimbabwe (Ogbonna
2017:32). As a result, Zimbabwe has not had the capital
necessary to properly finance all its service sectors,
including water services. This has had a largely negative
effect on the quality of water services rendered in Zimbabwe.

According to Hove and Chingono (2013:12), social and
economic turmoil came about because of the sanctions
imposed on Zimbabwe. These economic and social
upheavals included, amongst others, staggeringly high
levels of inflation, the growth of informal trade, scarcity in
the availability of basic goods, dire poverty, the emigration
of skilled labour, a rapid decline in gross domestic product,
extreme reductions in people willing to invest their money
in Zimbabwe, increased illegal activities, externalisation
of foreign currency, a crippled healthcare sector, a
weakened school system, a poorly performing water and
sanitation services sector, intensified occurrences of
waterborne diseases such as cholera and typhoid, raised
levels of unemployment, reduced food production,
increased political instability, intensified corruption, as
well as numerous other problems (Hove & Gwiza 2012;
Sachikonye 2009).

Because of the economic and financial crises faced in
Zimbabwe, largely because of the trade embargoes levied
against it, no dam and safety assessments were made in a
lengthy period of time, for example. Water supply and
wastewater treatment plants and related resources therefore
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have existed in a state of ruin and disuse (Davis & Hirji 2014).
A good example is the Kariba Dam, which is in a state of
disrepair and in dire need of refurbishment. As a result of the
state of disrepair of the Kariba Dam, there have been negative
impacts on the ability of the hydroelectric power generators
situated at Kariba Dam to generate electricity. This, in turn,
has had negative impacts on water supplies in Zimbabwe, as
electricity is needed to pump water to consumers, as well as to
operate some of the machinery used in the sanitation of water.

According to Masaka (2012:66), in light of the segregation
faced by Zimbabwe from the so-called global village,
Zimbabwe’s Reserve Bank felt that it was left with no
alternative but to print the local currency in excess amounts.
This led to the worsening of Zimbabwe’s economic situation,
with Zimbabwe experiencing the worst inflation rates ever
experienced by a nation not at war, which exacerbated an
already dire humanitarian crisis. In March 2007, Zimbabwe
for the first time ever surpassed the global rating for
hyperinflation. Inflation in Zimbabwe rose rapidly, reaching
an all-time high at a shocking level of 79.6 billion per cent by
mid-November 2008 (Hanke 2008:9). High inflation levels
have continued to have anegative ripple effect on Zimbabwe’s
water sector even up to present times. Some of these negative
effects include a lack of capital by Zimbabwean government
to fund the water sector, a lack of capital to reward labour in
Zimbabwe’s water sector, a lack of liquidity and foreign
currency to import machinery and parts vitally needed to
maintain the equipment used in the distribution of water
services as well as failure to purchase the chemicals necessary
for the purification of water, which are imported from foreign
countries such as China — amidst many other challenges.

Sanctions targeted at Zimbabwe have led to a large decline in
its capital inflows (Nkomazana & Tambudzai 2009:7). The
result has been a shortage of much-needed foreign currency
reserves coupled with reduced foreign investment. Reduced
investment levels in Zimbabwe have negatively affected its
capacity to generate electricity, water supply services and
railway services (Kaminski & Ng 2011:80). As mentioned
earlier, electricity is needed to power the pumps that supply
water, and railway services contribute immensely towards
the water services sector as they are used to transport
imported machinery that is used in this sector. Foreign
currency shortages result in various challenges, such as the
current brain drain in Zimbabwe’s water services sector.
Zimbabwe’s weakening economy has resulted in skilled
labour being lost to external markets as workers leave
Zimbabwe in pursuit of better wages in foreign countries.

The sharp decline in the level of capital revenue in Zimbabwe
that precipitated from the 1990s and has been perpetuated until
this present century has resulted in the reduction of water
supply levels from 79% in 1990 to 77% in 2015. These declines
have had an impact on the whole water services sector in
Zimbabwe, which negatively affects the management of the
water services sector and its progress. As a result, the quality
and reliability of water services in Zimbabwe have dropped

Page 6 of 13 . Original Research

http://www.apsdpr.org . Open Access

dismally (Ahmad et al. 2016:1). In 2008-2009, there were cholera
outbreaks in Zimbabwe, which led to 98 592 people affected and
4282 deaths as a result of the state of collapse of the water
services sector in Zimbabwe (United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [UNOCHA] 2009).

Commercialisation of water in Zimbabwe and its
effects on the poor

The commercialisation of the water sector in Zimbabwe
started in 1998 with the passing of the 1998 Water Act, which
led to water being regarded as an economic good
(Government of Zimbabwe 1998b). This means that from
1998 onwards, water in Zimbabwe was no longer considered
a social good that could be accessed freely by anyone.
According to the Poverty Atlas, in 2011-2012, 72.3% of all
Zimbabweans were considered poor, 62.6% of households
were deemed poor and out of the whole populace, 22.5%
were living in dire poverty (United Nations Economic
Commission for Africa 2017:viii). In Zimbabwe, it is also
calculated that 88% of the poverty-stricken residents reside
in rural areas, and at the same time, 31% of the entire
population in the rural areas is categorised as living in
poverty (Cavendish 2000:3; World Bank 1996). In 2014,
Zimbabwe had an unemployment rate of 85% (Rusvingo
2015), which increased to 95% in 2019, which is viewed as the
highest in the world (Mazikana et al. 2019:2). With such
extreme levels of poverty in Zimbabwe, it is hard to envision
how the majority of the population is expected to have the
ability to afford paying for water services under the
commercialisation of the water sector in Zimbabwe.

According to Chikwanha-Dzenga (1999:41), a large part (70%)
of the total populace of Zimbabwe resides in rural locations,
which are dry, arid and mainly devoid of any economic
productivity. Access to land, water, credit and energy is largely
absent in these rural areas. The main asset for redistribution in
Zimbabwe would be land and, consequently, water. A small
minority of Zimbabwe’s population that have been resettled
since 1980 have experienced worsening living conditions
caused by the absence of essential services provision and lack
of water specifically. Inadequate access to water in urban and
rural areas of Zimbabwe has been a challenge even before the
Covid-19 pandemic (Dzirutwe 2020; Kingsley & Moyo 2019;
Mbugua 2019). Most resettled communal farmers are relocated
onto land on previously solely white-owned commercial
farms where no provision is made for them to be able to utilise
water resources. Colonial laws, such as the Water Act of 1976,
did not offer provisions enabling non-white people to access
water services the same way that white people could. In
present days, even under the commercialisation of water
services in Zimbabwe, the situation has been perpetuated as
resettled communal farmers cannot access water that flows
into privately owned dams on these commercial farms
(Chikwanha-Dzenga 1999:48).

Because of deteriorating economic conditions in Zimbabwe,
people are now forced to earn petty wages. The wages earned
by employees are so low that the majority of workers cannot
afford to pay for basic services such as water.
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Employers frequently underpay workers; for example,
employees may be paid $26 a month for up to as many as eight
consecutive months, whereas their basic monthly wage would
be $342 (Muchichwa 2016:12). An employee would be earning
$26, whereas they have to pay rent for a one-roomed dwelling
space in the city averaging $60 a month, electricity averaging
$30, water averaging $15 and transport averaging $22. As a
result, one can clearly see that even urban employees cannot
afford to pay for basic services in Zimbabwe, including water.

By 2008, Zimbabwe had been experiencing 12 consecutive years
of economic turmoil. Zimbabwe’s economy shrunk by over 51%
from 1999 to 2008. Hyperinflation rose steeply to 231.2 million
per cent by the second half of 2008, accompanied by long-term
foreign currency deficiencies, water shortages, power outages,
shortages in fuel as well as shortages in the availability of basic
commodities. Industrial productivity declined significantly,
salaries were eroded by inflation to the point of being rendered
utterly useless and unemployment rose together with the
informalisation of the economy (Muchichwa 2016:32).
Hyperinflation meant that even the urban employed were
rendered poor and could not afford to purchase essential goods
such as water with their meagre salaries. Unemployment for the
majority of the Zimbabwean citizens meant that they had no
money at all to pay for water services.

According to Kemerink-Seyoum et al. (2017:425), the
Zimbabwean government experienced continued fiscal
deficits because of declining economic conditions. These
fiscal deficits gave the state no other option except to transfer
the majority of the financial burden and oversight for water
services in irrigation schemes in the rural areas of Zimbabwe
to poor rural communal farmers who had initially been
meant to benefit from these schemes (Bolding 2004; Zawe
2006). This happened despite the fact that these poor rural
communal farmers had been paying water maintenance fees
for many decades prior to this, and were now being tasked

TABLE 1: Access to improved sources of drinking water.
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with covering the expenses involved in sustaining these
schemes, notwithstanding the costs accrued via the access of
water from dams, as well as electricity bills that were incurred
from water pumping stations. These commercialisation
policies meant that communal farmers forfeited the prior
investments they had made into rural irrigation projects, and
have been left in a situation where they are forced to pay for
various operational and management costs as well.

Table 1 presents the level of access to improved sources of
drinking water in Zimbabwe in 2014 (United Nations
Children’s Fund [UNICEF] 2018:4).

Table 2 demonstrates the level of water supply from 1990 to
2008 in Zimbabwe. According to the World Bank (2011:10),
the total water supply in Zimbabwe was 78% in 1991, 46% in
2008 and the government aimed to reach 100% water supply
by 2015. The figure indicated in the table for 2015 was a target
set by the government as the data in Table 2 were aggregated
before 2015.

Using the data from Tables 1 and 2, a graph can be plotted
that shows the level of access to water in Zimbabwe from
1990 to 2014. Figure 1 aims to demonstrate how access to
water in Zimbabwe for the ordinary citizen has declined over
time, even during the period that the water sector in
Zimbabwe was commercialised (1990-2014).

The data in Figure 1 suggest that the level of access to water
in Zimbabwe has declined from 1990 to 2014. In 1990, as
shown in Table 2, 78% of the Zimbabwean population had
access to a basic water supply. In 2008, as shown in Table 1,
access to water supply decreased by 32% — 46% of people
having access to a basic water supply. In 2014, access to water
supply increased by 30.1% — 76.1%, as shown in Table 1.
There was basically a decrease, although small, from 1990 to
2014, in access to water supply, with 78% of the population in

Indicator Total (%) Rural (%) Urban (%) Best province (%) Best province Worst province (%) Worst province
Improved sources of drinking water 76.1 67.5 98.4 98.9 Bulawayo 64.3 Masvingo
Improved drinking water sources and 29.7 23.1 46.9 54.7 Bulawayo 17.5 Mat North
improved sanitation

Open defaecation 31.7 43.5 1.1 0.1 Harare 69.6 Mat North
Percent of children whose last stools 57 46.9 86 84.8 Harare 19.8 Mat North

were disposed of safety

Source: Based on United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2018, Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) 2018 budget brief, April 2018, UNICEF, Zimbabwe.

TABLE 2: The level of water supply in Zimbabwe (1990-2008).

Variable Coverage Target Population CAPEX requirements Anticipated public CAPEX Assumed HH Total
requiring (US$ million per year) CAPEX deficit
1990 (%) 2008 (%) 2015 (%) ’OOSC;:?Sy:ear Total Public Domestic External Total
Rural water supply 70 40 100 757 174 157 6 33 39 4 131
Urban water supply 97 60 100 374 369 148 20 34 54 81 234
Water supply total 78 46 100 1131 544 305 26 67 93 85 365
Rural sanitation 35 25 80 686 90 45 2 12 14 14 62
Urban sanitation 99 40 100 483 325 227 11 25 36 15 273
Sanitation total 54 30 85 1124 415 272 13 37 50 29 336

Source: Based on World Bank, 2011, Water supply and sanitation in Zimbabwe: Turning finance into services for 2015 and beyond. An AMCOW country status overview, World Bank, Nairobi, viewed

23 November 2020, from https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/17762.
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FIGURE 1: Access to water in Zimbabwe (1990-2014).

1990 having access to a basic water supply as compared to
76.1% in 2014.

There are challenges with the efficiency of revenue collection
under the commercialisation of the water services sector in
Zimbabwe. There were decreases in the efficiency of revenue
collection, which fell from 52% in 2012 to 41% in 2013. This has
occurred in a situation where there is a shortage of money in
circulation in Zimbabwe because of inflation, coupled with
shortages of foreign currency. This has been made worse by
the fact that water users generally do not want to pay for water
services in Zimbabwe — an attitude that is reinforced by
frequent debt cancellations of water arrears by the Zimbabwean
government, such as those that were made in 2013.

Municipalities in Zimbabwe also cannot manage their water
billing systems very well, with some city councils writing
down the payments made by consumers for water services as
arrears on their accounts (Muyambo & Klaassen 2015:22).
Because of this circumstance, the poor have no other recourse
but to repeatedly pay for the same amount of water they
have already used, which further depletes their already
meagre wages.

According to Makwara and Tavuyanago (2012:164), the
majority of urban areas in Zimbabwe have old and outdated
water services infrastructure. Old pumps and motors mean
that urban municipalities fail to provide water services. Water
treatment works are outdated and do not function properly.
People living in high-density areas, the majority of whom are
poor, are forced to go without water for long periods of time as
municipalities fail to raise the revenue to replace old
infrastructure. Old and faulty infrastructure results in high-
lying urban areas not receiving water because of old and
ineffective pumping infrastructure, which results in weak
water flow. Even if municipalities were to increase the tariffs,
the residents would not have the money to pay. Even if
residents were to pay, in the presence of inflation, the money
collected would decrease in value, which means that it would
be rendered useless by the time it mustbe used by municipalities.
Under these prevailing conditions, municipalities are unable to
replace and service old infrastructure.

Urbanisation has been increasing rapidly in developing
countries and Zimbabwe is no exception. Rapid rates of
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urbanisation in developing countries, such as Zimbabwe, have
continuously overwhelmed the capacity of municipalities to
provide sufficient basic services, such as water. Access to clean
water in Zimbabwean cities has been greatly reduced,
especially from 2006 to 2008 (Makwara & Tavuyanago
2012:171). Urbanisation in Zimbabwean cities is mainly
concentrated in informal settlements and high-density areas
that are mostly populated by the poor. Because of an ailing
economy and a severe cash crunch in Zimbabwe, municipalities
have continued to fail to raise the revenue required to further
develop existing water services infrastructure in order to meet
the growing demand for water, which is spurred on by rapid
urbanisation. This has resulted in residents — particularly the
poor —in urban areas being left without access to basic services
such as the provision of water.

Poverty and access to water: A case study of
Zimbabwe

According to Serumaga-Zake, Kotze and Madsen (2005),
Chakravarty, Deutsch and Silber (2008) and Abotutu (2014),
poverty can be defined as resulting from a lack of decent living
and a relative lack of access to bare necessities that include clean
water, electricity, education, a balanced diet and healthcare.
Poverty has also been defined as a situation in which a person or
people have limited power over tangible resources or lack
adequate money to purchase the required bare necessities
universally accepted as being crucial for an individual to live a
normal life (Gelderblom 2007; Mears & Blaauw 2010). According
to the World Bank (1996:8), an estimated 25% of the population
in Zimbabwe were poor in 1990. In 2008, poverty rates in
Zimbabwe increased to more than 72%, rendering 20% of the
total populace to be classified as living in dire poverty (Rodgers
2018). In 2011, 22.5% of the population in Zimbabwe lived in
poverty, which rose to 30.4% in 2017, and further increased to
38.3% in 2019 (World Bank 2019).

Using the data above, Figure 2 seeks to illustrate the changes
in poverty levels in Zimbabwe from 1990 to 2019.

The data in Figure 2 indicates that poverty levels in Zimbabwe
rose from 1990 until 1998 when the water sector in Zimbabwe
was commercialised. Poverty levels in Zimbabwe continued
to rise after the commercialisation of the water sector in 1998
and reached a peak in 2008. Poverty levels in Zimbabwe
dropped to 22.5% in 2011 but rose again to 38.3% in 2019.
Eleven years after the commercialisation of the water sector
in Zimbabwe, almost 40% of its population still lives in
poverty. This suggests that the commercialisation of the
water sector in Zimbabwe did little to reduce poverty levels.
The suggestion from Figure 2 is that by 2019, the
commercialisation of the water sector in Zimbabwe meant
that 38.3% of the population in Zimbabwe struggled to pay
for water because of poverty.

The commercialisation of the water sector has led to increased
inequality in Zimbabwe. The commercialisation of water has
meant that the wealthy, who can afford to pay for water,
continue to access water in large quantities as they can afford
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FIGURE 2: Poverty levels by percentage over time in Zimbabwe.

to do so. The wealthy therefore overuse water, which depletes
ground reserves and dries up aquifers, by filling their
swimming pools, watering their gardens and pursuing
various industrial endeavours. As a result, the wealthy
deplete and pollute large quantities of water at the expense of
the poor. This occurs in a situation where the poor in
Zimbabwe continue to access fewer water resources because
of increasing tariffs, which are worsened by inflation,
declining economic conditions and shortages of basic
commodities. Pricing mechanisms often negatively impact
the poor to a greater extent than they do to the wealthy, and
therefore the poor will have less access to water as a result of
the commercialisation of water (Makwara & Tavuyanago
2012:172).

The commercialisation of the water services sector in
Zimbabwe has resulted in a situation whereby the poor are
not given a platform to participate in the administration of
water services. This is typically exemplified in the
resettlement of rural communal farmers onto previously
white-owned commercial farms where the newly resettled
communal farmers are not given access to the water
resources that are found on these farms. This is evidence of
the absence of provisions or platforms whereby communal
farmers can participate in water legislation, or express the
challenges that they face. Commercialisation has merely
been addressed on the basis of the government seeking to
raise revenue whilst in the same context failing to foster the
relevant participation of all stakeholders, particularly the
poor (Mtisi 2011:20).

According to Mapfumo and Madesha (2014:3), Zimbabwe
experienced its worst cholera epidemic, with almost 5000 out
of about 83 631 people who were infected dying — this number
includes children. The cholera outbreak was almost inevitable
considering the challenges that were faced in the water
services sector in Zimbabwe. Multiple households in the
cities and rural areas of Zimbabwe underwent extended time
periods where they had no clean water nor decent sanitation
services. The inability of the water services sector to raise
funds for the provision of clean water under commercialisation
was partly to blame. This led to the spread of water-related
diseases such as cholera, which mostly affected the poor who
could not afford to drill boreholes on their own land, if they
had any land in the first place, to find alternative water
sources, nor had they the money to seek adequate medical
assistance in the case of being infected with water-related
illnesses.
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Gender inequality in Zimbabwe mostly occurs amongst the
poor and is worsened by the inability to access bare necessities
that include water, for instance (Colclough et al. 1990:16).
Poor families in Zimbabwe do not have enough money to
enrol all of their children in school and opt to send boys
instead of girls. The commercialisation of the water sector in
Zimbabwe means that what little money poor families would
have used to send girls to school is used instead to pay for
water bills. It is of vital importance that people have access to
safe water as well as sanitation as this enhances access to
education and reduces absenteeism and dropout rates (Noga
& Wolbring 2012:3025).

The time spent in collecting water has debilitating effects on
the well-being of women and children (Graham, Hirai & Kim
2016:2). Less time spent in fetching water by women gives
them a higher amount of time that they do not have to do any
work, amounting to at least 48 extra free minutes per 24 h
(Cairncross & Cliff 1987). The more time spent by women
resting enables them to spend more time with their children
or more time doing school work, socialising or other
developmental endeavours. The risk of being sexually
violated and the psychological turmoil accompanied with
that risk is heightened when women are forced to go long
distances to fetch water. The commercialisation of water in
Zimbabwe means that the poor may be unable to pay for
water, and women and children from poor families are
therefore forced to travel long distances to fetch water, in
which case these women and children are more vulnerable to
sexual violence.

According to Noga and Wolbring (2012:3024), water is
essential for sustainable development and safeguarding the
environment, as well as reducing global poverty and hunger.
Water is also vital in ensuring human health and well-being.
The need for people to have access to clean, reliable and
inexpensive water and sanitation is crucial for sustainable
development and effectively reducing poverty. Limited
access to water and sanitation for poor communities
heightens their living expenses, reduces their earnings,
negatively impacts their health and makes their life riskier
(ed. Jeni 2002). In Zimbabwe before 2000, commercial farm
workers and their dependants, who were mostly black, were
largely impoverished and suffered reduced employment and
nutritional security, increased infant malnutrition, lack of
access to decent living conditions and lack of access to water
sanitation, medical services and education (Kinsey 2010:5).
The commercialisation of water in Zimbabwe will
surely result in a situation where the spatial distribution of
poverty in Zimbabwe amongst the majority black population
will persist.

There are large discrepancies in income and wealth
distribution in Zimbabwe (Kinsey 2010:5). In the early 1990s,
more than half of the population shared just 15% of the
overall income, whilst the wealthiest 3% earned 30% of the
overall income (Stenflo 1993). Zimbabwe’s Gini coefficient in
the 1990s was as high as 0.57 (Killick, Carlsson & Kierkegaard
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1998). The high levels of inequality in the 1990s were because
of the highly unequal ownership of agricultural land and
water resources. During the 1990s, about 4000 farms that
were mostly commercially owned and operated on a large
scale took most of the land space in Zimbabwe.

The majority of the owners of these commercial farms were
white farmers and these farms were frequently located on the
most fertile land that happened to also receive the most
rainfall. As a result, the Gini coefficient for inequality
amongst people was higher in rural areas than in urban
areas. The commercialisation of the water sector in Zimbabwe
will most likely result in the perpetuation of inequality in
wealth and income distribution. Poor communal farmers will
be left without access to water for their crops because of a
lack of funds to purchase water and, as a result, will have no
harvest and remain in poverty or likely fall into more debt as
they might borrow money from banks to pay for water
services and other inputs.

Conclusion and recommendations

The right to access water is a basic human right as legislated
by the United Nations, of which Zimbabwe is a member. The
Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment Act (No. 20 of 2013)
(Government of Zimbabwe 2013) also ensures access to water
as a basic right for all citizens. The government of Zimbabwe
therefore needs to ensure that despite whatever policy is put
in place, the right to free basic water supply must be ensured
for all citizens, without discrimination. The Government of
Zimbabwe must therefore ensure that every citizen receives
a basic water allocation that is necessary for survival and
basic human requirements. Such a provision needs to be
clearly stated in the legislation and the necessary mechanism
to enable its implementation provided for. A good example
is the free basic water policy in South Africa.

Whatever legislation is put in place to govern the distribution
of water in Zimbabwe must take into account historical
narratives pertaining to water distribution in Zimbabwe.
Considering the fact that the majority of Zimbabwean citizens
were historically excluded from access to Zimbabwe’s water
resources, there is a need to consider that service extension
must be a priority. Present-day circumstances and
environments must also be considered when putting a water
management policy in place. For example, in land
distribution, there is a need to ensure that the poor are not
forgotten with regard to access to water. There is also a need
to take into consideration current economic challenges and
how they impact consumers’ ability to pay for water services.

There is a need to also ensure that there is relevant and
adequate participation of all stakeholders involved in the
water services sector in the making of water policy in
Zimbabwe. The exclusion of newly resettled black communal
farmers from water access on previously white-owned
commercial farms suggests that the poor and previously
disadvantaged in Zimbabwe are not being given an adequate
platform to participate in water policymaking decisions. The
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participation of all involved stakeholders will enable the
adoption of water policies that are holistic and responsive to
local needs, and at the same time supportive of the principles
of a developmental state. Enabling stakeholders to participate
in policymaking also enhances their support of and
commitment towards government policies.

Way forward

There needs to be better education in terms of water service
provision and the issues involved therein. If public servants
are better educated, then they will better serve consumers
through effective policymaking. If consumers are better
educated, then they can more effectively participate in water
service delivery issues and thus improve their own
circumstances. A more informed consumer space will be able
to use the right and legal channels to communicate their
grievances to government as well as to more effectively
participate in the solutions that are brought forward. A better
educated society in any circumstance is in a better situation
to solve its problems using peaceful and progressive means.

There needs tobe a higher level of integration and cooperation
between all the stakeholders involved in water services.
Integration and cooperation will enable all the stakeholders
to come together and combine their resources that will result
in more effective outcomes. For example, the public sector
can provide the legal spaces, policy guidelines as well as
capital. The non-governmental sector can contribute
expertise, technology and resources that are otherwise not
available to the government. The consumer space can
contribute local indigenous knowledge, and by owning and
accepting projects implemented by other stakeholders, the
consumer sector can better take care of the resources that are
meant to benefit them and use these resources efficiently.

Increased monitoring and evaluation in the water sector will
go a long way to ensure that there is sustainability and
effectiveness in policy processes. This can be achieved by
encouraging experts from, for example, universities, non-
governmental organisations and other sectors to analyse and
evaluate policy processes. Monitoring and evaluation will
also enable the achievements made and the challenges
experienced to be more effectively identified and remedied,
enabling service delivery enhancement both in the short term
and long-term period. Funding can also be made available
for higher levels of research focused towards the water
services sector that will enhance the available knowledge
regarding the achievements made and the challenges faced
in the water services sector.

There is a need to emphasise sustainable water use in the
water services sector. Commercialisation in the water sector
must be approached with caution as it may allow the rich to
over-exploit water resources based on the virtue that the rich
have enough money to pay for excessive water usage.
Legislation guiding water use must take into consideration
other aspects such as sustainable resource usage, equal access
and promotion of basic human rights. Legislation should not
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only focus on profit making at the expense of environmental
pollution and sustainable development. Water usage should
thus be monitored to ensure that water resources are not
over-exploited.

Access to information regarding water services must be
made more readily available and accessible. When society
has better access to information, it is in a better position to
assert and insist on sustainable resource use. With better
access to information, consumers, for example, are in a better
position to use water more wisely, thus conserving water,
reducing pollution, increasing sustainability and helping to
eradicate poverty. Better access to information means that
consumers are also in a better position to contribute towards
government initiatives aimed at enhancing water services.

Benchmarking should be practised in the water services
sector. Benchmarking enables comparisons to be made with
other case studies and facilitates learning experiences to be
made from observing other case studies and their efforts
towards solving their own water crises. This would facilitate
the avoidance of making similar unnecessary mistakes that
other case studies have made in attempting to solve their
own water problems. By so doing, water service authorities
would be able to save much precious time and money, whilst
at the same time providing better water services.

Water services authorities must implement integrated water
resource management. Integrated water resource
management involves implementing both supply and
demand side management of water resources instead of
over-emphasising the application of any single method at the
expense of the other. The majority of water service providers
over-emphasise the application of supply side interventions
towater services whilst neglecting demand side interventions.
Ironically, supply side interventions are often costly, have
limited application and are mostly unsustainable. For
example, there is limited space to build dams and lakes, and
it is also very expensive to construct large canals. On the
other hand, demand side interventions such as reducing
water consumption by better detecting and repairing water
leaks result in less water lost before it reaches the consumer
and cost much less to implement. This results in less water
charges for all consumers, including the poor, thus helping to
reducepoverty and encourage moresustainable environments
whilst fostering development as less water is pumped into
the system, thus conserving the precious mineral.
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