
Service Delivery Challenges in Kwazulu Natal 

“We cannot afford to allow service delivery to become a daily nightmare for residents and 

customers”1- KZN Premier Sihle Zikalala 

By Nyasha Mcbride Mpani 

Introduction 

Service delivery is one of the greatest challenge that the post-apartheid South Africa faces. 

Provinces such as Gauteng, Kwazulu Natal and Western Cape have witnessed a high increase in 

violent service delivery protests. In Kwazulu Natal citizens have relentlessness called on the local 

government to improve the level of  quality and efficient delivery of basic services like water, 

sanitation, housing, and electricity which have become a huge challenge. Service delivery was at 

the center of some of the issues that were raised by Kwazulu Natal voters in the just ended local 

government elections.  Politicians from different political parties centered their manifestos on 

service delivery and promised to address citizens concerns around issues of water, sanitation, 

crime, housing etc. Nonetheless, history is replete with  popular perceptions that local governments 

have not kept campaign promises of good service delivery. The Nelson Mandela’s 1994 promise 

of “a better life for all” continues to be a pipe dream as local government  authorities in Kwazulu 

Natal continue to fail dismally to address these issues. 

Service Delivery Status in Kwazulu Natal 

Kwazulu Natal Province has been struggling with service delivery as several of its municipalities 

have been perceived to be dysfunctional. Residents of Kwazulu Natal have complained about lack 

of water, housing, electricity, and a filthy province which is no longer attractive to tourists2.   

Housing 

Various studies conducted indicate that Kwazulu Natal is the second highest province in South 

Africa in terms of housing backlogs3. The province has a high number of informal settlements 

surrounding primary economic hubs and secondary cities: eThekwini Metro, Ray Nkonyeni, 

Newcastle, Alfred Duma, KwaDukuza, uMhlathuze and uMsunduzi Municipalities. According to 

the 2016 community survey conducted Kwazulu Natal has a combination of rural and urban 

settlements, with a housing backlog estimated at over 700 000.4 In eThekwini Municipality there 

is a backlog of more than 440 000 houses to build. However, between 2016 and 2019, the city is 

said to have managed to only build an average of 4 000 houses per annum5. Mathematically  this 

means at the current pace it is building homes, it would take the City more than 100 years to clear 

 
1 https://www.thesouthafrican.com/news/umsunduzi-municipality-woes-enough-is-enough-says-zikalala/ 
2 https://www.ecr.co.za/news/news/load-shedding-service-delivery-among-issues-raised-kzn-voters/ 
3 https://www.ajhtl.com/uploads/7/1/6/3/7163688/article_29_vol_9_1__2020_ukzn.pdf 
4 https://www.parliament.gov.za/storage/app/media/Pages/2020/july/06-07-
2020_ncop_ministerial_briefing/docs/KZN_Human_Settlements_report.pdf 
5 https://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/kwazulu-natal/sas-housing-crisis-at-current-rate-it-will-take-ethekwini-
100-years-to-clear-backlog-ad668613-2359-4cfd-9a81-ee6a7542ebc4 



the backlog if we to include building the infrastructure around the houses. Some residents 

interviewed by Rondaganger6 are quoted saying: 

“Then we have situations where multiple generations of people are living together. We 

have grown children living with their mothers and fathers in one room. People are sleeping 

in kitchens and wherever else they can because there is just no housing for them,”- 

Desmond D’Sa, a south Durban community activist 

“For the estimated 287 000 people who live in some 500 informal settlements sprawled 

across the city, the wait for decent housing is too long”- Sbu Zikode, President Abahlali 

baseMjondolo7 

With these not so pleasing statistics and testimonies from residents in the province, housing is a 

serious problem in Kwazulu Natal, and the province’s administration is facing an uphill task in 

dealing with this major component of service delivery.  

Water and Sanitation 

The province is also battling with  water shortages for years. Recent statistics indicate that the 

province has a water backlog of 65%8and a sanitation backlog of 123 394 consumer units as of 31 

March 20199. In most rural parts of Kwazulu Natal villagers are walking miles to the nearest water 

source and this has become a heavy burden for women as they are the ones who bear the brunt. 

Some Kwazulu Natal villagers in an interview with The South African10 were quoted saying: 

“Life is hard in our village, but we vote in every national and local government elections,”- 

David Manwadu from eMagcekeni. 

“We share this borehole with many other residents. We have to walk a long distance to 

reach this borehole and wait for hours to fill up these containers. It is hard for women and 

girls to carry because they are heavy.”- Unnamed Villager from eMagcekeni 

“Long before the outbreak of this COVID-19, it has always been a constant struggle for 

us. It is still a daily struggle to get water to drink, do laundry, and wash hands as is required 

to fight this pandemic.-Unnamed Villager from eMagcekeni 

“It is not sufficient for the residents of this ward who use their water buckets and barrels 

to receive supply from the trucks once a week, because the same water trucks also supply 

the three local schools.”- Ward Councillor Sikhumbuzo Langa (IFP) 

The stories from these local people in Kwazulu Natal paint a grotesque picture on the state of 

service delivery in the province. It’s evident that access to clean water is a struggle. 

 
6 https://za.newschant.com/national/at-current-rate-it-will-take-ethekwini-100-years-to-clear-backlog/ 
7 ibid 
8 https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/water-shortages-still-a-crisis-in-kzn-during-lockdown/ 
9 https://www.cogta.gov.za/ddm/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Metro-Profile_Ethekwini.pdf 
10 https://www.thesouthafrican.com/news/kzn-rural-water-crisis-villagers-walking-miles-wednesday-5-august-
2020/ 



Electricity  

The Kwazulu Natal Province also suffers from inadequate power supply. Power outages are 

rampant in the province and some of it is attributed to the natural disasters which the province has 

suffered over the years. The electricity backlog in Kwazulu Natal as at 31 March 2019  was 220 

432. Other human settlements are also still without electricity in the province as Eskom is failing 

to provide these settlements with electricity citing funding challenges. With the country currently 

battling with low power generation by Eskom the province’s electricity woes have worsened 

because of the load shedding currently being implemented by Eskom. The impact of power 

shortages in Kwazulu Natal has also impacted on the installation of boreholes in the province as 

the department of COGTA argue that they cannot be able to address the water backlog as the 

installation of boreholes in some parts of the province has been placed at a halt due to power 

shortage11. This has exacerbated the water challenges which the province is facing and made more 

and more people to continue walking long distance in search of water. Residents in the province 

have bemoaned the shortage of electricity and argue that their businesses have also been affected 

by blackouts. One resident who was interviewed by East Coast Radio on the eve of local 

government elections had this to say; 

"I have a small business, it's hard to function it because once the electricity goes for long. 

It means you are losing money so that one of the major issues now."-Local Resident 

 

Challenges Obstructing Service Delivery in Kwazulu Natal  

With people frustrated at the slow pace of delivery in Kwazulu Natal calls for an improved service 

delivery continue to be made by residents. While the different municipalities in the province have 

been making efforts to address service delivery woes, the challenges seem to be an uphill task for 

the local government authorities. Some of the key challenges hampering service delivery in 

Kwazulu natal are maladministration, quality of candidates elected and financial woes among 

many others.  

Maladministration/Corruption 

 Maladministration/ corruption is the greatest challenge that the province of Kwazulu Natal faces 

in dealing with service delivery. Service delivery in the province is deplorable as  Municipalities 

such as uMsunduzi have been implicated in  R290million tender fraud scandal of  major electricity 

infrastructure projects12. This municipality has been placed under administration twice because of 

the corruption. Abaqulusi municipality R4m corruption case earmarked as a payment to Eskom13. 

With these few examples mentioned, the Province Premier has time and again issued  stern 

directives to Municipal staff and councilors that it was time to shape up in municipalities or prepare  

 
11 https://ddp.org.za/blog/2021/10/20/portfolio-on-co-operative-governance-traditional-affairs-cogta/ 
12 https://www.iol.co.za/mercury/news/msunduzi-municipality-probe-exposes-r290m-tender-scandal-b9eb9e74-
d91a-4ef0-b86e-2cc4e515b799 
13 https://www.kzncogta.gov.za/beleaguered-abaqulusi-municipality-placed-under-administration/ 



for dire consequences. Corruption has become endemic in Kwazulu Natal, and the lack of 

accountability or transparency has led to service delivery being affected.  

Quality of Candidates  

The choice and quality of candidates that have been selected by political parties to stand in as 

councilors is also another challenge that is hampering service delivery in the province. The 

majority of councilors elected do not have the requisite skills and training needed to effectively 

execute their duties. While trainings and capacity building workshops are conducted14 these are 

not enough. Some of the councilors elected do not have matric and expecting these councilors to 

effectively preside over provincial budgets of about million rands is a monument of misdirected 

energy. The sad reality is that the candidates given by political party does not have skilled and 

competent people to carry out public tasks and those that are chosen are  incompetent cadres who 

are meant to serve the party rather than public interests. This has become a problem and has 

affected service delivery in the province.  

Financial Woes 

Several municipalities in South Africa struggle with bankruptcy and Kwazulu natal is not spared 

from this vice. Service delivery in Kwazulu Natal is also hindered or attributed to bankruptcy as 

the province does not have enough financial resources to address the service delivery challenges. 

It is important to note that for local municipalities to provide quality service delivery enough 

money is also required. The larger part of Kwazulu Natal is extremely rural and without adequate 

financial resources. A municipality cannot hire personnel with the required competencies, 

implement their own service delivery projects, purchase plant and equipment among other factors. 

The Department of Local Government does not adequately fund these municipalities in the 

province, and this has affected service delivery initiatives15. In most instances for some service 

delivery projects the department of local government disburses the money of projects in tranches 

yearly and in small amounts and this leaves councils cash strapped and hinders their progress to 

offer quality service delivery. 

Ways to address Service delivery challenges in Kwazulu Natal 

It can be noted that they are quite several challenges that hamper service delivery in Kwazulu Natal 

province. However, to truly forge forward it is important that those in leadership pay particular 

attention to the quality and efficient delivery of basic services. They are several keyways to address 

these challenges. Civil society, political parties, citizens and traditional leaders have a role to play 

in addressing these challenges.   

Civil Society  

Civil society has a critical role to play in addressing the challenges of service delivery in Kwazulu 

Natal. While it is the role of the government to support local municipalities, civil society can 

 
14 https://www.iol.co.za/dailynews/news/kwazulu-natal/kzn-premier-sihle-zikalala-announces-skills-audit-on-all-
elected-councillors-d8ca74f6-69a6-4637-a588-1ae7879b8c73 
15 file:///C:/Users/nyash/Downloads/Bonga_Edward_2007%20(1).pdf  

https://www.iol.co.za/dailynews/news/kwazulu-natal/kzn-premier-sihle-zikalala-announces-skills-audit-on-all-elected-councillors-d8ca74f6-69a6-4637-a588-1ae7879b8c73
https://www.iol.co.za/dailynews/news/kwazulu-natal/kzn-premier-sihle-zikalala-announces-skills-audit-on-all-elected-councillors-d8ca74f6-69a6-4637-a588-1ae7879b8c73
file:///C:/Users/nyash/Downloads/Bonga_Edward_2007%20(1).pdf


complement government efforts by assisting in several ways. NPOs can therefore assist 

government in installing boreholes in other remote places where water is a challenge. They can 

also assist in capacity building. Several municipalities in Kwazulu Natal such as Ntambanana, 

Jozini, Ulundi and Umkhanyakude have capacity constraints challenges 16and it is important for 

civil society organisations to step in and assist in providing technical support to these councils. . 

The issue of municipal capacity is central to the ability of municipalities to deliver services to its 

communities. Furthermore, those civil society organisations that are into advocacy have a key role 

to play in raising awareness amongst citizens in the province. Citizens need to be educated on the 

role they must play in municipal affairs, and it is the role of civil society  to make them understand 

key aspects of legislation like the Municipal System Act of 2000 and the Municipal Finance 

Management Act (MFMA) of 2003 and how it impacts on them in a simplified manner. More so, 

civil society also needs to educate and encourage communities to participate in key municipal 

processes like the public consultations for the Integrated Development Plans (IDPs). Communities 

also need to be educated on who they can approach when they are faced with service delivery 

challenges. Having communities that are not aware of their rights hampers service delivery and 

fuels municipal officials to act with impunity knowing that the community will not challenge them 

for negating their rights. Activating grassroots agency in these matters is critical in realizing quality 

service delivery, hence civil society has a crucial role to play.  

In addition, councilors who preside over the affairs of these councils also need to be capacitated 

and this is also an opportunity for civil society to step in. Capacity building of councilors is vital 

as it assists in making these officials knowledgeable of the fundamental issues that they should 

seek to address. It is very unfortunate that most of the people who assume this post are cadre 

deployments from different political parties and traditional leaders and lack critical training and 

knowledge on local government affairs hence rigorous and incessant training is needed. 

Furthermore, Provincial legislatures who act as oversight bodies on various government sectors 

that offer service delivery also need to be capacitated to be able understand the challenges that 

affect local government. It is important that civil society fills in the gap and conduct training 

workshops for these individuals so that they can make sure public resources are used to deliver 

quality service to citizens. Civils society has a role to play in educating these legislatures that a 

clean audit does not necessarily mean  good service delivery on the ground and an in depth look 

or oversight is needed. 

Furthermore, civil society organisations should also actively act as a watchdog and make sure the 

raise their voice on corrupt officials who syphon local authority resources for their personal gain. 

Civil society organisations as watch dog should help expose corrupt officials and push that they 

be investigated and dismissed timeously if found guilty of committing criminal offence. There is 

need for accountability and transparency to be enforced and it is civil society’s role to make sure 

there is public accountability and transparency of resources to ensure the integrity of municipality 

and for the community to have confidence in the municipality that corrupt officials will be dealt 

with under law and corruption will not be tolerated. 

 
16 file:///C:/Users/nyash/Downloads/Bonga_Edward_2007%20(1).pdf  
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Government  

The central government should properly fund municipalities in Kwazulu Natal. The province is 

one of the poorest in the country and most of it is rural and residents do not have money to pay for 

service delivery. To address service delivery issues the municipalities, rely on central government 

funding, however the central government funding is not adequate. It is imperative that adequate 

funding be prioritized so that municipalities in this province can attend to key service delivery 

issues. More so the state should desist from using its top-down approach funding model as this is 

problematic. Top-down funding model has proved to be detrimental to quality service delivery as 

support programmes developed, grants that are determined and their conditions are fixed without 

the involvement of municipalities. In that regard municipalities are left without money to use as 

the grants released are of programmes that do not  align with municipal needs, objectives, and 

strategies17. 

Traditional Leaders  

Kwazulu Natal has some rural municipalities and in these municipalities the role of traditional 

leaders in service delivery is of paramount importance. Traditional leadership  have an oversight 

role to play in making sure citizens’ concerns are addressed. While some of them might not have 

the necessary skills  to perform these duties if they do not have a role to play is a recipe for disaster. 

As custodians of traditional culture and as the first point of contact in rural areas, traditional leaders 

have a fundamental role to play. They have their ears and heart on the pulse of the community. 

Their role is to voice the service delivery concerns of their subjects to the local councils. They also 

have a role to play in mobilizing their communities to attend key municipal processes like the 

public consultations for the Integrated Development Plans (IDPs). With the power they wield, 

traditional leaders are strategically positioned to be able to have their communities attend these 

important service delivery meetings.  

Moreover, traditional leaders can assist in making sure council resolutions resonate with their 

communities’ needs and this is very important as it makes implementation of municipal 

programmes easy. The facilitate easy community buy in, however this should not downplay the 

fact that traditional leaders need to be consulted  before any service delivery project is to be 

launched. While more must be done in terms of legislation so that it provides clarity on the roles 

of traditional leaders within the municipality, it is critical to note that traditional leaders have a key 

role to play in service delivery and the can be seen in how service delivery has evolved in the 

Province18. They have contributed immensely to achieving this feet. 

Political Parties 

Political parties have a role to play in service delivery. Elected Councilors who take up positions 

in municipalities do come from different party lists and most of them as alluded to earlier do not 

have the necessary skills and training. This hampers service delivery, and it needs political parties 

 
17 file:///C:/Users/nyash/Downloads/Bonga_Edward_2007%20(1).pdf 
18https://researchspace.ukzn.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10413/12385/Shembe_Sibusiso_2014.pdf?sequence=1&isAll
owed=y 



to address this in their respective structures. The role of political parties is therefore to do skills 

audit before their primary elections of those who would want to be councilors. Parties should make 

it a prerequisite that candidates who would want to contest for positions such as councilors should 

have the necessary skills and training. This therefore promotes effective service delivery and 

avoids unnecessary training costs that councils must do if the candidate is not trained and skilled. 

Conclusion  

Service delivery is a major problem in Kwazulu Natal. The province is facing a great challenge in 

dealing with issues of housing, electricity, water and litter and the municipalities do face an uphill 

task in trying to resolve these challenges. Factors hampering service delivery include corruption, 

financial woes, quality of candidates etc. Civil society, political parties, government, and 

traditional leaders have a role to play in addressing these challenges and it is imperative that each 

take their role seriously and make sure that there is effective service delivery in Kwazulu Natal. 

 

 

 


