
Kevin Wall
Department of 

Construction 
Economics

OUR CREEPING DISASTER: 
UNDER-MAINTAINED 

INFRASTRUCTURE



Science and Disaster Management for 
Social Justice.

• Pandemic. 

• Public health.

• Climate.

• Flood.

• Water.

• Fire.

• Nuclear.



Who knows what the future may bring, but 
arguably a bigger disaster, ongoing for 
many years, and increasing in intensity –
which is affecting every one of us on a 
daily basis – is the widespread failure of 
our public sector infrastructure.  Failure, 
that is, to deliver the service for which 
that infrastructure was intended.





https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/kznstorm-the-aftermath/


https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/umfolozi-bridge-just-visible-above-storm-waves/


























Infrastructure failure is 

mostly:

•man-made; and

•was, and is, preventable.



Failure why?

Many reasons, prominent among them:

• Inappropriate technology in the first place.

• Substandard construction.

• Not "big" enough.

• Obsolescent before its time.

• Badly operated.

• In poor condition – ageing before its time.





Two propositions:

• some kinds of “disasters” would without question be 
less calamitous if the infrastructure were better 
managed and maintained; and

• aside of “disasters” such as those others discussed at 
this conference, that infrastructure is not better 
managed and maintained is a disaster in itself – a 
disaster we cannot blame on anything else, not climate 
change, not anything except ourselves.  



23

“EDITORIAL: Enough is enough — fix the 
infrastructure now”

“SA is coming apart at the seams and business sees few 
signs of anything being done about it”
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• What is the condition of SA municipalities’ 

infrastructure?

• How does infrastructure get itself into this 

condition?

• Are there M&R budget guidelines?

• What are municipalities spending on M&R?

• So: now what?
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“It's time we stop building and start fixing things”

“Forget basic income grants, fix roads and 
dysfunctional municipalities instead”.
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“It's time we stop building and start fixing things”
•Dr Imtiaz Sooliman, Gift of the Givers founder

“Forget basic income grants, fix roads and 
dysfunctional municipalities instead”.

• Former Finance Minister Tito Mboweni



What is the condition of SA 
municipalities’ infrastructure?



• 965 “wastewater systems” in the 
country owned by the public sector

• Only 22 Green Drops were awarded

• (60 awarded in 2013)





?





• “… an indictment on the entire local government 
accountability ecosystem, which failed to act and arrest the 
decline that continued to be characterised by service 
delivery challenges in municipalities,” says Maluleke. (2022)

• Especially delivery of services for the poor, she noted again
this year (2022) – in her 2021 report she had pointed out
that ”the most jarring revelations concern the impact of
service delivery failures upon the most vulnerable of our
citizens – the poor.”
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“Speaking at the annual summit of the Consumer Goods Council of South 
Africa (CGCSA) in Johannesburg on Wednesday, both Gareth Ackerman, 
CGCSA co-chairperson and Pick n Pay chair, and Clicks CEO Bertina 
Engelbrecht highlighted the significant impact … on the country’s 
economy, both on consumers, companies and potential investment.”

https://www.news24.com/fin24/companies/govt-unable-to-fix-sas-problems-so-business-has-to-
do-it-summit-hears-20221012
12 Oct 2022

“Govt unable to fix SA's problems, so business has to do 
it itself, summit hears”

https://www.news24.com/fin24/companies/govt-unable-to-fix-sas-problems-so-business-has-to-do-it-summit-hears-20221012
https://www.news24.com/




https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-10-06-durban-pledges-aggressive-plan-to-clean-up-
beach-sewage-pollution-crisis-before-christmas-holidays/

06 Oct 2022

“Durban pledges ‘aggressive plan’ to clean up beach 
sewage pollution crisis before Christmas holidays”

“Significantly, the mayor and city manager were joined at the media briefing 
by DCCI chief executive, Phalesa Phili, chamber president Prasheen Maharaj 
and Samantha Croft, who chairs the chamber’s tourism forum, and … is also 
regional director of operations for the Tsogo Sun Hotels group — which 
owns the Maharani/Elangeni and other beachfront and Umhlanga hotels” 

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-10-06-durban-pledges-aggressive-plan-to-clean-up-beach-sewage-pollution-crisis-before-christmas-holidays/


“Images of sewage flowing into Durban port  have been circulating on social media.”

“City pump stations malfunction causing sewage
to enter Durban port”

By Karen Singh  Nov 8, 2021



“Poor conditions driving Joburg fresh produce 
market into the ground”

“The Joburg fresh produce market is at a 
risk of losing out on suppliers due to 
years of neglect of the facility.

Generating more than R1bn for the city, 
agents acting on behalf of farmers say 
the conditions at the facility are in a poor 
state and threaten to take their produce 
elsewhere.”
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“Commercial farmers are threatening to move away — CEO”
26 January 2022  Nomazima Nkosi SENIOR REPORTER

https://lh3.googleusercontent.com/mHgML92tQqfamngYf516qhslSJncKQQRxWtqQpC0RtLc2eTJWKcak8O7_a5eMlWi5JQRQdhicvXT3MwObzHoCVls6jmKzj2KBoOq2RVIIdk2Ai4L=s1200
https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/authors/nomazima-nkosi


“All Western Cape Metrorail lines halted due to 
substation malfunction after load shedding”

08 March 2022   Nicole McCain

“The net effect is a widespread unavailability of Metrorail substations 
feeding power to move our trains, which are electrically operated. Metrorail is 
left with no other alternative but to suspend its services while Eskom is 
currently busy fixing the problem on their side.”



How does infrastructure get itself 

into this condition?



Obstacles to improving the condition of 
public sector infrastructure

• Often reluctant political will (despite the enormous job 
creation potential of maintenance works) 

• Complex document regulations and time-consuming 
procedures.

• Weak or overburdened skills.

• That some infrastructure is too far gone for 
“maintenance” to do much good. 

• Lack of funding for maintenance and repair.



VROOM plus
• Green Drop calculated a “very rough order of measurement” “cost to return 

all wastewater treatment works functionality to its original design”. 

– Over R 8 billion

– A further R 1.6 billion p.a. to maintain these assets.

• Just the treatment works. Not the reticulation, nor the pump stations. Even 
less is it for the water system.

• DWS annual budget on its Main Account (as opposed to the Water Trading 
Account) is R 20 billion.

• Also other typical municipal services, such as roads, electricity reticulation 
and solid waste management – what “returning [each of] them to 
functionality” would cost.



Auditor General 2022:
LMs “in dire straits”



Are there M&R budget guidelines?



(Treasury 2014)



Circular 71 advocates budget guidelines based on 
“carrying value”.

•…..  In most contexts, book value and carrying value 
describe the same accounting concepts.” 

•“The term book value is derived from the accounting 
practice of recording asset value based upon the 
original historical cost in the books.



“Good practice” (e.g. ISO): Entities should be able to 
base their maintenance and repair budget estimates 
on service delivery performance targets and on 
knowledge of the condition of and replacement cost 
of their infrastructure. 



s3 “Repairs and Maintenance as a % of Property, Plant and 
Equipment and Investment Property (Carrying Value)”:

• “Purpose / Use of the Ratio 
The Ratio measures the level of repairs and maintenance to 
ensure adequate maintenance to prevent breakdowns and 
interruptions to service delivery. 

• Formula 
Total Repairs and Maintenance Expenditure / Property, Plant and 
Equipment and Investment Property (Carrying Value) x 100”



• “Norm”.

“The norm is 8%.”

Note:
The numerator is an operational expenditure figure, and the 
denominator is a valuation based on historic capital expenditure.

“Per annum” is implied.

Says “norm”, not “minimum”. But text (and subsequent NT 
interpretation) implies intention is “minimum”.



Given that many public entities, especially the less-capacitated 
municipalities, lack understanding of the extent, complexity and 
condition (and current replacement cost) of the infrastructure in 
their care, ….

…. this Treasury “8%” guideline can be regarded as an essential 
first step to improved infrastructure asset management practice.



What are municipalities spending 

on M&R?
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Metros M&R Budget 2019/2020 FY



Metros M&R Budget vs Actual

Metro
Budget

2019/2020 FY
%

Actual
2019/2020 FY

%

Johannesburg 6.0 2.7

Cape Town 7.4 2.3

EThekwini 7.0 8.3*

Ekurhuleni 5.0 4.7

Tshwane 3.7 2.9^

Nelson Mandela 2.6 1.6

Mangaung 3.8 2.8

Buffalo City 2.0 1.9

* 17/18 FY
^18/19 FY



Random sample 
of local 

municipalities

Actual spending
(per “Mun Money”)

2018/2019 FY 2019/2020 FY
In W Cape 0.0% 4.1%
In W Cape 7.8% 8.5%
In NW 1.8% 2.8%
In NW 1.1% 0.9%
In KZN 2.5% 0.0%
In KZN 1.6% 3.4%
In F State 1.3% 1.3%
In N Cape 3.0% 2.4%
In Limpopo 0.0% 2.4%
In Mpumalanga 0.5% 0.6%
In Gauteng 1.6% 0.0%
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City of Cape Town Predicted Condition Deterioration 2020-2029

if no change in maintenance budget allocation



So: now what?



• Many municipalities do not have funds to spend much more on 
maintenance and repair than they do.

• But to be spending as little as many do is folly.

• The fact remains that the municipalities have responsibility for 
all this infrastructure, the purpose of which is to deliver 
services. 

• Moreover, given the relatively free availability of subsidies for 
capital works, they keep acquiring more infrastructure to look 
after.

• Other public sector much the same story, with few exceptions 
(e.g. SANRAL and ACSA)



If that’s not a huge disaster, with enormous 
impact on all in this country, especially the 

poor, then I don’t know what the term 
“disaster” means.

•Answers?


