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Summary 

Access to clean, reliable water and safe, hygienic sanitation are constitutionally guaranteed 

rights in South Africa. However, many citizens do not receive these basic services. Access to 

piped water in the country increased from 73.4% in 2011 to 82.4% in 2022, but the share of 

households that receive a reliable daily supply of water is only 68.8% (Mutsila, Mashishi, 

Marais, Payne, & Carnie, 2026; Ngema, 2026). And not all publicly provided water is clean. A 

2023 Department of Water and Sanitation report revealed that 46% of the country’s water-

supply systems pose acute health risks due to pathogens found in them, and only 26 of 958 

water-supply systems meet the target of 95% drinkable water (du Plessis, 2023). 

In several provinces, non-revenue water rates (the percentage of water lost before it 

reaches a customer) are above 50% due to leaks, operational inefficiencies, and illegal 

connections (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2026). The South African government 

acknowledges that water insecurity – a lack of reliable access to enough safe water – stems 

from a combination of factors, including climate change, ageing infrastructure, 

socioeconomic inequality, and poor municipal management. Degradation of wetlands, 

siltation of dams, rising demand, and corruption in the water sector have exacerbated the 

situation (SA News, 2025, 2026).  

There has been slow progress on access to sanitation: The share of citizens who have flush 

toilets grew from 56.5% in 2002 to 66.7% in 2024 (Statistics South Africa, 2025). But frequent 

sewage spills highlight the government’s failure to adequately maintain sewerage; many 

water-treatment plants release untreated sewage into rivers and oceans (eNCA, 2025). 

Unsafe sanitation remains a major concern beyond microbiological contamination of water 

systems: In 2026 alone, at least three children have drowned in pit toilets at schools, despite a 

law requiring their removal by 2016 (Thorne, 2026; Moropane, 2026; Velaphi, 2026). Last year, 

the Department of Water and Sanitation (2025) launched the National Sanitation Integrated 

Plan, a 10-year blueprint aiming to achieve universal access to sanitation, reverse the 

declining performance in sanitation provision, improve climate resilience in the sector, and 

create economic opportunities in the sanitation value chain.  

Meanwhile, the government is addressing the water crisis through Operation Vulindlela, a 

reform programme coordinated and driven by a unit in the Presidency. The National Water 

Crisis Committee identified the root of the crisis as the failure by local governments to 

ringfence revenue generated by water sales and reinvest it in water infrastructure and 

provision. President Cyril Ramaphosa has observed that in most municipalities there is “a lack 

of a proper separation between the functions of water services authorities and water 

services providers.” The president pledged support to struggling municipalities to expand 

access to water, especially in underserved communities (SA News, 2026).  

Afrobarometer’s Round 10 survey sought ordinary South Africans’ perspectives on water and 

sanitation services.  
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Findings show that water supply ranks third among the most important problems that South 

Africans want their government to address, up from ninth a decade ago. Water supply is of 

particular concern among rural residents and the poor.  

Citizens increasingly score their government poorly on provision of water and sanitation 

services: About three-fourths say it is performing badly, compared to roughly half in 2015. 

A majority of respondents report a shortage of clean water during the previous year, and 

almost four in 10 say they have had to change their source of water or reduce their water 

intake due to changing weather patterns in the past five years.  

Fewer than half of households have a toilet in their homes. 

The unequal provision of water and sanitation is stark: Although a majority of surveyed zones 

have piped-water systems, that figure drops to one in three in rural areas. Sewerage is also 

highly uneven across the country: Cities are 10 times as likely as rural areas to have sewage 

systems.  

Afrobarometer surveys  

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s National Partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.  

The Afrobarometer team in South Africa, led by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 

interviewed a nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,600 adult 

citizens between 28 June and 19 July 2025. A sample of this size yields country-level results 

with a margin of error of +/-2.5 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Margins of error 

are larger for subgroup analyses (e.g. demographic groups) due to smaller sample sizes. For 

more on our sampling methodology, click here. Previous surveys were conducted in South 

Africa in 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2018, 2021, and 2022. 

Key findings  

▪ Water supply ranks third among the most important problems that South Africans 

want their government to address. Only unemployment and crime/security are 

deemed more important. 

o A decade ago, water supply was ninth on the list of citizen concerns. 

o Rural residents are more than twice as likely as urbanites to identify water supply 

as a national priority. 

▪ Six in 10 South Africans (60%) say their household experienced a lack of clean water 

during the previous year, including 22% who say this happened “many times” or 

“always.”  

o The share who report water shortages has doubled over the past decade.  

▪ Among enumeration areas (EAs) visited by Afrobarometer field teams, 63% have a 

piped-water system. Urban areas are more than twice as likely as rural areas to boast 

water pipes (76% vs. 32%).  

▪ South Africans’ main source of water for household use is a piped public or 

community water system (77%), though some people rely on tubewells or boreholes 

(12%), water purchased from a cart or truck (5%), or surface water (3%). 

https://www.afrobarometer.org/surveys-and-methods/sampling/
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o Almost all urbanites (92%) enjoy piped water, compared to just 38% of rural 

residents.  

▪ Nearly four in 10 South Africans (37%) say they have had to change the source or 

reduce the amount of water they use as a consequence of changing weather 

patterns in the past five years. 

▪ A slim majority (54%) of surveyed EAs have sewage systems. This figure drops to just 7% 

in the countryside, vs. 73% in cities. 

▪ Fewer than half (47%) of respondents have a toilet in their home, while another 34% 

have facilities outside their dwelling but within their compound. A significant share rely 

on toilets outside their compound (15%) or say they have no access to toilets or 

latrines (4%).  

▪ Almost three-fourths (73%) of citizens disapprove of the government’s provision of 

water and sanitation services, up by 25 percentage points over the past decade. 

Water supply as a national priority  

South Africans rank water supply third on a list of the country’s most important problems, with 

31% of respondents citing it as one of their top three priorities for government action (Figure 

1). Water trails only unemployment (55%) and crime/security (35%) on citizens’ agenda. 

There is a stark rural-urban divide: 53% of rural residents see water supply as an urgent 

national priority, compared to 22% of their urban counterparts (Figure 2). Concerns about 

water rise sharply with citizens’ experience of lived poverty,1 from 6% among affluent 

respondents to 44% among the poorest respondents. 

Figure 1: Most important problems | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Up to three responses per respondent. Figure shows % of 

respondents who cite each problem as one of their priorities.) 

 
1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough 
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake 
(2025). 
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Figure 2: Water supply as most important problem | by urban-rural location  

and lived poverty | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Up to three responses per respondent. Figure shows % who cite 

water supply as one of their priorities.) 

 

Over the past decade, water supply has climbed up the rankings of public priorities from 

ninth to third, with the share of the population who say it needs attention from the 

government more than doubling between 2015 (13%) and 2025 (31%) (Table 1). 

Table 1: Water supply as most important problem | South Africa | 2015-2025 

 
2015 2018 2021 2022 2025 

Ranking on list of most important problems  9th 6th 6th 4th 3rd 

Share who cite water supply as one of their 
top three priorities  

13% 17% 17% 21% 31% 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Up to three responses per respondent.) 

Access to clean water 

Survey data show that a lack of water is a real threat: 60% of respondents report that they 

went without enough clean water at least once in the past year, including 13% who say it 

happened “many times” and 9% who report an ongoing shortage (Figure 3).  

Rural residents are hit harder: 77% say they lacked clean water on at least one occasion, 

compared to 53% of urban residents (Figure 4).  

Unsurprisingly, given that going without water forms part of the calculation of lived poverty, 

water scarcity is much worse for those in deep poverty than the well-off (who, by definition, 

do not experience such a lack). But the difference is extreme: Overwhelming majorities of 

citizens experiencing moderate (85%) and high (90%) lived poverty report that they could not 

always get enough clean water.  

And the problem is getting worse: The share of all South Africans experiencing water 

shortages has doubled over the past decade, from 31% to 60% (Figure 5). 
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Figure 3: Went without enough water in past 12 months | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family 

gone without enough clean water for home use? 

Figure 4: Went without enough water in past 12 months | by urban-rural location  

and lived poverty | South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family 

gone without enough clean water for home use? (% who say “just once or twice,” “several times,” 

“many times,” or “always”)  

Figure 5: Went without enough water in past 12 months | South Africa | 2015-2025 

 

Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family 

gone without enough clean water for home use? (% who say “just once or twice,” “several times,” 

“many times,” or “always”)  
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Water infrastructure and sources 

Afrobarometer enumerators report observing piped-water systems in 63% of enumeration 

areas they visited, while 20% have tubewells or boreholes (Figure 6).2 Piped water is 

significantly more common in cities than in the countryside (76% vs. 32%), while boreholes or 

tubewells are more prevalent in rural areas (40% vs. 12%).  

The presence of piped water and boreholes varies only slightly according to economic 

status. 

Figure 6: Presence of piped water and borehole | by urban-rural location and lived 

poverty | South Africa | 2025 

 

Afrobarometer field researchers were asked to record: Are the following services present in the primary 

sampling unit/enumeration area: Piped-water system that most houses can access? Borehole or 

tubewell? (% “yes”) 

 

Most South Africans (77%) rely on public water systems, while one in eight (12%) make use of 

tubewells or boreholes as their main source of water for household use (Figure 7). Small 

minorities access water mainly from carts or trucks (5%) and the surfaces of water bodies 

(3%).  

Urban centres rely heavily on piped systems (92%), while rural areas lag far behind (38%). 

Among rural residents, 30% obtain water from tubewells/boreholes, 15% buy it from water 

trucks, and 9% depend upon surface water.  

About two-thirds of moderately (69%) and severely (65%) poor respondents have piped 

water as their main source of household water, vs. 92% among the well-off (Figure 8). 

Reliance on boreholes and surface water increases with lived poverty. 

 
2 Afrobarometer field teams record the presence or absence of various types of public services and 
infrastructure in every enumeration area (EA) they visit. Afrobarometer samples are based on a selection of EAs 
drawn randomly from the national census frame. Interview teams visited 200 EAs. Because of the smaller 
sample size, the margin of error on results reported here is higher than for findings captured in individual 
interviews. 
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Figure 7: Main source of water for household use | by urban-rural location | South 

Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: What is your main source of water for household use? 

Figure 8: Main source of water for household use | by lived poverty | South Africa  

| 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: What is your main source of water for household use? 
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South Africa’s weather patterns are shifting, which is affecting the hydrological cycle and, 

with it, access to water (NuWater, 2024). More than one in three citizens (37%) say they 

reduced their consumption or changed their source of water due to weather changes 

during the past five years (Figure 9). This adjustment is more common in rural areas than in 

cities (43% vs. 35%). Half (49%) of those experiencing moderate lived poverty have been 

forced to adapt, compared to just 20% of well-off individuals.    

Figure 9: Reduced water consumption or changed water source due to changing 

weather patterns | by urban-rural location and lived poverty | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: Here are a range of actions that some people have had to take because of 

climate changes or changing weather patterns. Please tell me whether you or your family have had to 

do any of the following in the past five years: Change the source or reduce the amount of water that 

you use? (% “yes”) 

Sewerage and access to sanitation facilities 

As with water systems, sanitation infrastructure is unevenly distributed across South Africa. 

Afrobarometer field teams record that a narrow majority (54%) of neighbourhoods have 

sewage systems that most houses can access, but they are 10 times more common in urban 

(73%) than rural (7%) areas (Figure 10). Seven in 10 wealthy respondents (70%) live in areas 

served by sewerage, compared to about half of their poorer counterparts (47%-53%).  

Figure 10: Presence of sewage system | by urban-rural location and lived poverty  

| South Africa | 2025 

 

Afrobarometer field researchers were asked to record: Are the following services present in the primary 

sampling unit/enumeration area: Sewage system that most houses can access? (% “yes”) 
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Fewer than half (47%) of households sport a toilet inside the house, while about one-third 

(34%) have one inside their compound (Figure 11). One in six citizens (15%) need to leave 

their compound to access a toilet or latrine, and 4% report having no access whatsoever.  

Again, there is a stark urban-rural divide in access to sanitation: Six in 10 urban homes (61%) 

have a toilet inside, vs. merely 14% of rural ones (Figure 12). Rural residents are twice as likely 

as urbanites to rely on facilities outside their compound (23% vs. 12%). 

Toilets inside the home are about three times as common among well-off citizens (85%) as 

among those experiencing moderate (29%) or high (30%) lived poverty (Figure 13). About 

one in eight very poor respondents (12%) lack access to sanitation facilities altogether.  

Figure 11: Location of toilet or latrine | South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether each of the following is available inside your house, 

inside your compound, or outside your compound:  

A toilet or latrine? 

Figure 12: Location of toilet or latrine | by urban-rural location | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether each of the following is available inside your house, 

inside your compound, or outside your compound: A toilet or latrine? 
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Figure 13: Location of toilet or latrine | by lived poverty | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether each of the following is available inside your house, 

inside your compound, or outside your compound: A toilet or latrine? 

Government performance on providing water and sanitation services 

Public provision of water and sanitation services leaves a lot to be desired, according to 

citizens: Almost three-quarters (73%) say the government is performing “fairly badly” (25%) or 

“very badly” (48%) in that regard (Figure 14). Only 7% think it is doing “very well.” 

Figure 14: Government performance on providing water and sanitation services                          

| South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Providing water and sanitation services? 

 

More rural residents (87%) than urbanites (68%) score the government poorly – perhaps a 

reflection of the poorer service the former receive (Figure 15). Middle-aged respondents 

(67%) are less likely than the youth (78%) and senior citizens (78%) to disapprove of the 

government’s efforts.  

Negative assessments decrease as education level and economic status rise. Among the 

very poor, nine in 10 (90%) say the government is doing a bad job on providing water and 

sanitation. 

The proportion of citizens who criticise the government’s performance has risen by 25 

percentage points over the past decade, from 48% in 2015 to 73% in 2025 (Figure 16). 
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Figure 15: Government performing badly on providing water and sanitation services        

| by demographic group | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Providing water and sanitation services? (% who 

say “fairly badly” or “very badly”) 

Figure 16: Government performing badly on providing water and sanitation services 

| South Africa | 2015-2025  

  
Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Providing water and sanitation services? (% who 

say “fairly badly” or “very badly”) 

Conclusion 

South Africa faces enormous water and sanitation challenges, with rural residents and poor 

citizens at a particular disadvantage in access to piped water, sewerage, and toilets. 
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Unsurprisingly, ratings of the government’s performance on water and sanitation mirror these 

inequalities: While most South Africans provide negative evaluations, these are higher among 

rural and poorer respondents. And criticism of public provision has been growing over the 

past decade.  

At the same time, citizens are increasingly calling on the government to fix the water supply; 

the issue now ranks third on the public’s list of national priorities, behind only unemployment 

and crime/security. 
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Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the European Union Commission, the World Bank 

Group, the Population Institute, the Centre for International Governance Innovation, the 

International Development Research Centre, the Royal Embassy of Denmark in 

Uganda/Danida, the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Uganda, and the 

German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) supported by 

the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. 

Donations help Afrobarometer give voice to African citizens. Please consider making a 

donation to Afrobarometer. To make an online donation, kindly follow this link or this link. To 

discuss institutional funding, contact Felix Biga (felixbiga@afrobarometer.org) or Runyararo 

Munetsi (runyararo@afrobarometer.org). 

Follow our releases on #VoicesAfrica. 
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