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35  
‘WAITING FOR MIRACLES DOES 

NOT CONSTITUTE POLICY’

In the weeks before publication of this book, an equivalent of ‘wartime’ 
gripped the city of Cape Town in South Africa. It is one of the country’s two 
joint capital cities. The conurbation’s leaders and institutions confronted 
what national and regional leaders viewed for years as the unthinkable: that 
the reservoirs and taps would run out of water. Thinking the Unthinkable 
was there to report the scary predicament. For weeks the online app and 
its countdown clock541 forecast that in April 2018 the taps would have to be 
turned off. Catastrophe was averted. But it was close run.

Cape Town, a city of four million with probably two million more 
unregistered people, had been forecast to be the first city in the world 
to run out of water. In early 2018 the growing fear was of disease and 
a violent citizen backlash. How could society prepare and cope? How 
could leaders have failed to provide one of life’s basic needs to their city? 
Unthinkable! Yes. But by their own admission, over 13 years, few leaders 
in power ever took seriously the unpalatable warnings of climatologists 
and hydrologists about the inevitability that Cape Town would be a 
waterless city. The same fate could face 11 other major world cities. 

Severe measures from January to March managed to conserve the little 
water that was available. It meant a postponement for Day Zero. This 
was ‘largely down to one of the most drastic civic water conservation 
campaigns ever conceived’.542 But every leader can learn the message. 
Cape Town’s unthinkable crisis should never have become one. And 
there are sombre lessons for at least another ten cities around the world 
which face severe water stress. 
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Lord Nicholas Stern, author of the Stern Review on climate change,543 
told us that Cape Town’s narrow escape is a metaphor for what top climate 
change experts see as a major challenge for global leaders over the next 
two to three decades. It is the questionable viability of their country’s fast 
growing urban sprawls. ‘The Cape Town example is embedded in all of 
this. We’ve got to manage the growth of cities.’

This is why we analyse what happened in Cape Town. Was it 
unthinkable? Or was it just indifference to the unpalatable evidence that 
made very clear what the city faced? If so, why did leaderships marginalise 
the scale of what threatened? What are the lessons for leaders?

For a year there had barely been measurable rainfall. For three years 
there had been drought in the Western Cape. In January 2018, the 
Mayor, Patricia de Lille set a date for the day which would be the ‘point 
of no return’.544 The city’s predicament had gone from ‘the realm of 
possibility to probability’. The alarm was dramatically reinforced by the 
live app. Around the clock, Capetonians could watch a live countdown 
of the crisis 24/7 on their mobile phones, with immediate access to the 
alarming data about the steadily reducing water and reservoir levels. It 
counted down to the date when the ‘taps will be turned off ’. 

The warnings in the first weeks of 2018 were that dams would be below 
the critical level of 13% capacity on the 12th of April. That date advanced 
suddenly by ten days at one point. From February, the daily water 
allowance was just 60 litres, down from 87 litres in the previous month. 
The city prepared for Day Zero by setting up 200 water-collection points. 
Residents would have to endure queues alongside armed guards for a 
daily water allowance of just 25 litres. 

There was an increasingly urgent and desperate struggle to work out 
how Cape Town would be kept functioning, with its citizens adequately 
hydrated. Water could not just be created. It has physical mass and 
presence. Shipping in even the minimum amount of water needed 
would require superhuman logistics capacities and be hugely expensive. 
Emergency funding of R3 billion ($252 million) could not suddenly 
provide new infrastructure. It was impossible for the proposed emergency 
supply developments – groundwater extraction, four desalination plants, 
and water reuse— to be online before Day Zero. 
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The challenges to communicate and reassure an increasingly anxious 
and frightened public were immense as Day Zero approached. The shock 
tactics worked. The public discipline in slashing water use pushed the 
date back to August, even though the water in the dams was down to 10% 
in early April. This delayed the crisis. It did not end it. 

How did Cape Town and South Africa’s government allow a largely 
modern conurbation to get to this point of crisis which threatened 
human survival along with public health and public security? Had it 
really been unthinkable? 

‘A well-run city does not run out of water,’ Mayor de Lille told a briefing 
on the city’s water resilience plan on 17 August 2017.545 But was Cape 
Town well run? ‘No,’ said water experts and urban planners. They blame 
the city’s unwillingness over many years to even consider the dramatic 
scenario of extended drought caused by a lack of rainfall. The prospect 
was unpalatable. But the evidence was there, even if it was unthinkable.

‘It’s increasingly unpredictable as to when that rain will fall,’ Kevin 
Winter, an environmental scientist at the University of Cape Town 
warned in March 2017. ‘That’s in line with some of the climate predictions 
that go back to at least ten years ago: very uncertain weather variabilities, 
warmer and drier periods, followed by short periods of rainfall.’546 

As the scale of the crisis became clearer, Helen Zille, the Premier of the 
Western Cape, claimed: ‘This drought could never have been foreseen’. 
This was because even climate and meteorological models had not 
predicted the drama of a lack rainfall on this scale. ‘The South African 
weather services have said to me that their models don’t work anymore, 
in an era of climate change … when the experts can’t predict anything 
anymore. We have to make sure that we control what we can control, 
which is our own behaviour.’547 

But surely this uncertainty should have been factored into the planning? 
Michael Muller, former Director-General of Department of Water Affairs, 
says ‘Yes.’ In 2007, his department published a study for the Western Cape 
Supply System.548 It recommended that water sources must be augmented 
between 2012 and 2015. This was due to the increasing unpredictability 
of rainfall patterns, the greater likelihood of drought, and Cape Town’s 
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growing population, which is believed to be as high as six million 
compared to the four million currently registered. Muller said the study 
came ‘with the warning … that by 2015 you are going to have to do some of 
these things. And they weren’t done. … Cape Town, in particular, thought 
they would be able to get away with doing nothing until 2022.’549

Good rainfall in 2013-14, plus more disciplined use of water in cities 
and on farms, generated complacency. Muller labelled this a ‘very serious 
mistake’.550 It appeared that more water was available than was the case. 
The authorities congratulated themselves. Water saving measures showed 
they had responded appropriately to the Water Affairs Department’s 
report. These included ‘water demand management strategies’ like 
replacement of water meters, free plumbing repairs and leak detections.551 

 ‘They were warned,’ Muller concludes. But ‘they chose to ignore 
the warning on a number of occasions; they even boasted about how 
effective their water-saving campaigns had been and that it would only 
be in 2022 [that they’d] need more water. … Overconfidence led to bad 
management decisions and it meant that interventions that could have 
been started haven’t yet been actually initiated.’552 There were also the 
inevitable concerns about overspending on big water projects which 
did not seem needed at the time. Despite escalating warnings from 
scientists, this produced ‘a degree of optimism and a degree of belief 
in the effectiveness of these local measures that perhaps misled people,’ 
said Kevin Winter, from University of Cape Town (UCT)’s department of 
Environmental and Geographical Science, and Future Water Institute.553

David W Olivier, of the University of Witwatersrand’s Global Change 
Institute, has a more positive view. The ‘first official warnings of potential 
water scarcity, and of the need to diversify the city’s water supply using 
ground water and other sources’, came from Cape Town’s consultants as 
early as 2002.554 He says that Cape Town took the 2007 warning seriously 
‘and acted quickly’. However the problem with leadership in water policy 
is systemic. Scientists’ research is always hampered by governmental 
red tape between the various governments. He said that research on 
groundwater projects was at an advanced stage by 2006. ‘Why [the 
city didn’t move into the next phase], I don’t know,’ said one unnamed 
researcher. ‘Probably because it rained a lot.’555 
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Water-saving policies ‘were so effective that the city met its 2015-2016 
water-saving target three years early’. Based on the data and projections 
they had at the time, the augmentation projects described by Muller’s 
2007 report were appropriate for what Cape Town needed. But then came 
the unthinkable: the most severe drought in the Cape’s modern history.556 
When it comes to unthinkables and unpalatables, there are certainly 
signs of denial. Olivier acknowledges that the panic in Cape Town’s 
political offices ‘came 15 years too late’. 

‘Crisis’ is a word which is too freely used sometimes. But by early 2018 
that is what had engulfed Cape Town. Other major cities which faced 
similar likely water stress and major shortages watched with increasing 
anxiety. How would Cape Town cope, not just with the absence of water, 
but also the consequences for governance, health and social stability?

Cape Town’s predicament was exacerbated significantly by the political 
tensions between the national government of the African National 
Congress (ANC) and the regional government of the Western Cape 
run by the Democratic Alliance (DA). The Mayor of Cape town won a 
vote of no confidence brought by her own DA party who accused her of 
maladministration. Her Deputy was put in charge of the water crisis. 

‘The attitude within and across political parties is that there’s political 
capital to be gained at the expense of this crisis, rather than communicate 
with each other. The way one deals with crises shouldn’t be a crisis in 
itself,’ said Erwin Schwella, Professor of Public Leadership at Stellenbosch 
University in the Western Cape.557

David W Olivier says the ANC national government carries heavy 
responsibility. It has the responsibility of making water allocations to 
agriculture. In 2015, despite a major drought, it allocated 60% of the Western 
Cape’s water to Cape Town and almost all of the rest to agriculture. Fruit 
farms and vineyards on the Cape have political and commercial clout. They 
consume vast amounts of water. As a result, the drought soon took a toll on 
dam levels. But the national government took no action. The agricultural 
water allowance in 2015/16 stayed at the same level. Olivier says that this 
‘pushed demand for water beyond the capacity of the supply system and 
consumed Cape Town’s safety buffer of 28 thousand megalitres.’558 
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The low winter rainfalls of 2015 signalled alarms locally. The 
government of Western Cape applied to the national government for 
R35 million ($2.9 million) to increase water supply by way of boreholes 
and recycling. But the response from Pretoria was the political equivalent 
of a deaf ear. Because the dams were 75% full, the national government 
rejected the request. 

In 2016, the national government agreed to recognise only 5 of the 30 
Western Cape municipalities as drought disaster areas. Significantly, this 
did not include Cape Town. Despite having promised financial aid, the 
government did not release the agreed funds until October 2017.

Inaction by the national government is regarded as the main source 
of blame for the acute water crisis. It has been exacerbated by mutual 
partisan blame-hurling between the ANC and the DA. Additional factors 
are spiralling mismanagement, debt and corruption scandals at the 
national Department of Water and Sanitation. ‘Had systems in national 
government been running smoothly, Cape Town’s water crisis could have 
been mitigated. … With timely responses to disaster declarations, water 
augmentation infrastructure could have been up and running already,’ 
said David Olivier.559

But the Western Cape and Cape Town governments must shoulder 
some blame. Benoit Le Roy, CEO of the NGO, Water Shortage South 
Africa, said: ‘They are indirectly responsible through inaction, because 
they are not responsible for the provision of bulk water. … Hoping for 
rain and relying on national government to make provision was a big 
mistake.’560 As the local newspaper the Daily Maverick put it, ‘Waiting for 
miracles does not constitute policy.’561 

No matter where they place the most blame, the scientists agree on one 
thing: The Cape Town water crisis is not so much a ‘once-in-a-thousand-
year’ drought. It is a crisis of leadership and foresight, and failure to think 
the unthinkable. The signs were stark but unpalatable. They should have 
been taken seriously and acted upon when the prospect of severe drought 
was merely a warning. 

It is not just Cape Town; 11 other global cities also face severe water 
stress. These dozen cities are only the most extreme examples. Resources 
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for cities is fast becoming a major global issue as the population of cities 
expand massively in the coming decades. ‘They’re going to double in 40 
years and the decisions we take in the next 10 or 15 are going to shape 
what that doubling looks like,’ Lord Stern told us. ‘It’s the whole shooting 
match. It’s energy, it’s water, it’s the ability to move around, you know, 
it’s sewage and pollution, it’s the whole lot. In many ways, I think it is 
the biggest [issue of our time]. It’s one of those predictions that’s about 
as solid as you can get. We’re 50% or so urbanised now. It’s a pretty fair 
bet that by mid-century, or 40 years from now, we’ll be 70% or so. And 
the population is now seven-and a half billion and it will be nine and a 
half.’562

So water stress is not unthinkable. The growing scale and threat are 
unpalatable. Therefore they have to be taken seriously in order to satisfy 
citizens who expect a supply of clean water as their human right.

Cape Town’s bleak experience highlights all too graphically the 
importance of that new, brave language and alert from Joe Kaeser, 
President and CEO of Siemens. To repeat him: if leaders get things 
wrong he warns of ‘social unrest and anarchy’, that ‘the glue that holds 
societies and communities together will disintegrate’, and that ‘citizens 
will no longer believe that governments are able to fulfil their purpose of 
enforcing the rule of law and providing security’. 
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