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In 2006, the Fort Hare Institute of Social and Economic Research was 
commissioned by the Office of the Premier in the Eastern Cape, in 
association with the Eastern Cape Socio-economic Consultative Council 
(ECSEC), to undertake a comprehensive review of basic service delivery 
in the province. The research project involved a detailed qualitative and 
quantitative review of service delivery across eight sectors in the Eastern 
Cape (viz. Education, Health, Water and Sanitation, Energy, Transport, 
Safety and Security, Social Development and Housing). The research brief 
also required FHISER to reflect on current socio-economic trends in the 
province, including poverty, local government performance and migration. 
The research process involved the administration of a comprehensive 
questionnaire to 12500 households in the Eastern Cape as well as a 
qualitative assessment of the supply and demand blockages and challenges 
in each sector. The individual sector reports assessed issues of policy 
formulation and implementation, household and individual access to services, 
the quality of services received and the sustainability of the service delivery 
systems in each sector. The results of this research were embargoed by 
the Office of the Premier until May 2008. The survey results are now in 
the public domain and the Fort Hare Institute of Social and Economic 
Research would like to encourage debate around service delivery in the 
Eastern Cape by releasing this study in a new series of papers on basic 
service delivery and socio-economic trends in the Eastern Cape.
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ON and OFF THE GRID: ENERGY PROVISION 
 

SECTION ONE 
 

A 2005 Business Day survey found that the country’s excess electricity capacity 
could run out as early as next year. It noted that 40% of the populace is still not 
connected to the national grid. Eskom is looking at building new power stations 
but this can take up to seven to ten years to bring on-line…Eskom and government 
are battling to meet immediate electricity needs (Daily Dispatch, 12/4/2006). 

 
1.1 Understanding Basic Energy Needs 
 

What is a basic energy need in South Africa or the Eastern Cape? How is it 
defined? In the Draft White Paper on Energy Policy for South Africa from 1997, 
the issue of basic energy needs is directly addressed. The White Paper stated that:  

It is clear that all South African households require access to a basic level of 
energy service. Achieving a sustainable level of energy security for low-income 
households can play a central role in the reduction of poverty, fostering of 
households’ livelihoods and an improved quality of life. Government will 
determine a minimum standard for basic household energy services against which 
progress can be monitored over time. Basic needs are understood as those 
requirements essential for human survival (Energy White Paper 1998: 18). 

But in the very next line, it was acknowledge that ‘defining exactly what 
constitutes a basic need, or rather what may satisfy such a need is not an easy task’. 
But this is exactly our point. The central problem with a basic needs paradigm as 
outlined in the White Paper is that it assumes we can identify basic energy needs, 
such as the need for cooked food, independently of the specific social and cultural 
contexts within which these needs are understood and that it is in some way 
meaningful to do so. It is rare, perhaps impossible, for people to be entirely reduced 
to pre-cultural basic needs, for example to a point of starvation, where any food 
will do because a cultural person has been reduced to a ‘natural body’. Even in 
concentration camps or on slave ships, people were not reduced to ‘basic needs’. 
People starve to death in their culturally specific ways (cf. Primo Levi’s If This be a 
Man). It is also clear that people do not view their own needs within a basic needs 
framework. These are important points to consider in relation to considering 
demand side dynamics in the energy field. Indeed, as Slater (1997: 135) points out 
in a different context, ‘whether needs in consumer society are really basic or trivial, 
true or false, may be quite besides the point; the more important point is how 
modern societies go about defining people’s needs and their relative importance’. 

 



                                                           
 

RAPID ASSESSMENT OF SERVICE DELIVERY AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SURVEY IN THE EASTERN CAPE  
 

7 

1.2  Establishing Basic Rights: Equity and Electricity 
 

One key question that has arisen in relation to basic rights and the energy debate in 
general in South Africa, is whether citizens are entitled to electricity as a basic 
right, such as the right to clean water. Despite pressure from a variety of quarters, 
access to electricity has not yet been defined as a basic right for citizens. However, 
it is very clear that the extension of universal access to electricity for all households 
in South Africa has been a primary policy objective for the African National 
Congress (ANC) government since 1994. 

The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) identified the 
challenge on the domestic front as follows: 

Although ESKOM has excess generating capacity, only 36% of South African 
households have access to electricity, leaving some 3 million households 
unelectrified. Furthermore, some 19 000 black schools (86%) and around 4000 
clinics are currently without electricity. Little attention has been paid to utilising 
sustainable energy sources such as solar power (RDP 1994). 

It then set out a programme of action, under the title ‘Electricity for all’ 
(indicating that, while electricity was not seen as the only source of domestic 
energy, it was certainly the main focus of policy)  

An accelerated and sustainable electrification programme must provide access to 
electricity for an additional 2.5 million households by the year 2000, thereby 
increasing the level of access to electricity to about 72% of all households (double 
the number present). Both grid and non-grid power sources (such as solar cells and 
generators) must be employed. All schools and clinics must be electrified as soon 
as possible. 

However, the RDP was stressed the importance of electricity to business 
and argued that: 

In addition to meeting basic energy and lighting needs for households, specific 
attention must be paid to making electricity available to micro-, small and medium 
sized and agricultural enterprises in both urban and rural areas. The benefits of 
cheap electricity presently enjoyed by large corporations must be extended to all 
parts of the economy.  

In balancing domestic and business related energy requirements, the state 
set out to marry issues of equity and efficiency. South Africa has long been one of 
the cheapest producers of electricity in the world (still only 18.2 c/kw in 2001), and 
it was insisted that this benefit be passed onto disadvantaged communities, as well 
as to small and medium business enterprises.1  Policy makers also stressed that the 
industrial sector rather than the domestic sector used by far the greater portion of 
the electricity supply. For example, only 20% of the 184 915 034 MWh of 
electricity sold in South Africa in 2001, was sold to domestic consumers. 
Agriculture, mining, manufacturing and commercial consumer’s used most of the 
electricity sold (75%), but comprised less than 6% of the total customer base. One 
of the main criticisms of electricity distribution and supply under apartheid was that 

                                                
1 One of the objections to attracting aluminium smelters into new industrial zones such as Coega is that they 
have come to South Africa mainly to access cheap electricity, as the primary products used in the processing 
are not local. It is argued that, given current power outages, a shortage of generation capacity in the country 
and rising environmental costs (electricity from coal), such investment should be resisted as the net cost to 
society is larger than the investment. 
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the cheapest electricity went to a handful of large (white) industrialists, who were 
the main beneficiaries of South Africa’s well-developed and technologically 
advantaged electricity supply sector. The call by the ANC government was for 
greater equity in the energy sector and prioritisation of electrification within the 
domestic sector. However, in instituting this shift in policy, the ANC paid little 
attention to increasing the countries electricity generation capacity and this has 
proved to be a major oversight on their behalf. In 2005, major power outages 
became a common feature in South African cities and it was acknowledged that the 
lack of investment in electricity supply plants could negatively impact on economic 
growth (Trends in Intergovernmental Finance, Electricity Report, 2005). 

Over the past decade, significant progress has been made in extending 
access to the electricity grid for domestic users, especially from formerly 
disadvantaged communities, and to public institutions, such as schools and clinics. 
The achievements are listed below, first at the national and then at the provincial 
level: 
• National RDP Goal: In 1994, RDP aimed to connect 2 500 000 more people to 

grid electricity between 1994 and 2000. It wanted to increase the level of 
household access to electricity from about 35 to 70 per cent of all households 
(double the 1994 number). 

• National Delivery: By 2000, Eskom had electrified 2 006 773 additional 
homes. By 2004, the Minister claimed that 3 million homes and 7000 schools 
had been electrified in South Africa in the past nine years and that more than 50 
% of the rural households and 80 % of urban areas have access to electricity 
(excluding informal settlements)  

• Rural Eastern Cape: In 1995, only 2% of households in the former Transkei 
had electricity access. In the province, only 6% of rural households had access 
to electricity – 94% do not. By 2002, 38% of rural households in the Eastern 
Cape had access to electricity.   

• Urban Eastern Cape: In 1995, 66% of urban households in the Eastern Cape 
had access to electricity. In 2001, 95% of households had access to an 
electricity supply (this figure excludes most (but not all) households in informal 
settlements).  

• In September 2003, a total of 905 149 houses (60,3%) in the Eastern Cape had 
been electrified, according to the (NER) National Electricity Regulation. 

To what extent, then, do the findings from the 12 300 household survey 
conducted in January to March 2006 confirm or refute these findings? Our figures for 
rural access represent a marked improvement on the reported figures for 2002, where 
62% of rural households still did not have access to electricity.  Our survey showed that 
only 45% of rural household stated that they did not have access to electricity (a 17% 
difference).2 Our figures also suggest that urban access to electricity might be lower 
than is reported by the NER. Our study shows that 15% rather than 5% of urban 
households do not have access to electricity, which seems more realistic given that it is 
estimated that between 8-10% of urban residents are reported to be living in informal 
settlements. Our figures show that, although municipal policies generally prohibit 

                                                
2 One of the reasons for this large difference might be that our research team did not cover the most remote 
rural areas as well as the 2001 census did.  
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informal settlement residents from gaining access to electricity, 27% of people living in 
such settlements do have access to electricity through illegal connections or extensions. 
Below are listed some of the key findings in relation to urban and rural access:   

 
• Urban and Rural Access: 2006 Rapid Assessment of Service Delivery and 

Socio-Economic Survey in the Eastern Cape Results 
o 45% of rural households in the province do not have access to electricity, while 

15% of urban households did not have access to electricity. The majority of the 
latter were located in informal settlements. 

o For example, 89% of households in Nelson Mandela Municipality (NMM) had 
access to electricity, compared to the just over 40% of households in Alfred 
Nzo. 

o 67% of the 85% of urban households with electricity used prepaid meters, while 
17% still used conventional meters. In rural areas, prepayment meters were 
universally used where households had access to electricity. 

o 73% of informal settlement residents do not have access to electricity because 
the policy in most municipalities has been that electrical connections should be 
extended to informal settlements. 

o There are still 8% of formal houses in the province that still do not have access 
to electricity. 

 
1.3  Citizenship, Poverty and Fuel Transitions 
 

There is nothing more modern than an electric stove, a VCR, a television 
set, a hairdryer or a microwave.  These things come with electricity, and if 
we want South Africa to modernise, everyone must have electricity… – 
Shack Dweller (living without electricity) in Duncan Village, 2006.  

In the policy arena, then, modern citizenship in South Africa seemed to 
require that individuals and families be connected to the grid, although the state 
stopped short of guaranteeing all citizens the right to electricity. In the language of 
politicians and citizens, the electricity grid became synonymous with the grid of 
‘modernity’. Citizens who did not have access to electricity were assumed to still 
live or exist outside of the modern realm (access to traditional, non-modern fuels 
meant entrapment in a non-modern lifestyle). It was assumed to be unthinkable that 
a citizen would not use electricity, if it was offered to them or they had access to it. 
Energy policy was therefore shot through by the notion that the urban and rural 
poor would inevitably make the energy transition, where households move from 
‘traditional fuels’ (such as wood) to modern fuel (like electricity) as soon as they 
are presented with the opportunity to do so. Policy makers often speak of an 
intermediate phase, a period of transition, where households make extensive use of 
fuels such as paraffin and LPG. It is assumed that ‘multiple fuel use’ practices will 
be common in this period, which would be characterized by constant ‘back-
switching’ (from modern back to traditional fuels) as the assumed progression from 
paraffin to electricity proceeds (Eberhard & van Horen 1995; Annecke 1993; Bank 
1999). 

Like all politically inspired campaigns, the national electrification drive has 
served to generate its own truths. One ‘truth’ is that poverty is the key factor 
preventing the more widespread use of electricity as a domestic fuel. Poverty (seen 
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as a lack of affordability) is said to prevent fuel consumers from always being able 
to make the natural, inevitable and rational choice of electricity. The 1998 Energy 
White paper argued that the expanded use of electricity was essential in a modern 
industrial economy and a legacy of past policies that forced poor households to rely 
on ‘less convenient and often unhealthy fuels, such as paraffin, candles, coal, 
liquefied petroleum gas, batteries and fuelwood’ (1998; 17). The White Paper goes 
on to state that, besides the denial of grid access, limited affordability remains the 
primary reason for poor households making use of fuels other than electricity. In 
terms of policy, transformations of fuel use practices were seen as a matter of 
increased income, of providing the poor with the resources to make modern choice. 
Once people had more income, it was suggested that they would be able to make 
more rational and informed energy use choices, ones which the White paper 
asserted would not threaten their health and homes. Under these conditions, a swift 
and decisive shift from paraffin and other fuels to electricity seemed a natural and 
inevitable consequence of ‘development’ (cf. Ross 1993).  

The common idea that fuel transitions can be affected by merely putting 
more money in people’s pockets is, however, rather simplistic. What policy makers 
and researchers, who write about fuel transitions, do not always fully understand is 
that there are complex and diverse domestic cultures of fuel-use in South Africa. 
And, that these cultures are shaped by the economic conditions under which people 
live, but they are not entirely determined by them. Issues of taste, diet and lifestyle 
affected fuel use practice. Perceptions about fuel and fuel use always shape 
individual and household decision making. In order to effect change in fuel use 
practices, policy markers need to better understand the links between urban fuel-use 
practices, domestic practice and socio-cultural orientations and styles. The 
recognition of the social and cultural determinants of fuel use, as well as the social 
implications associated with changing fuel use practice are areas where policy 
makers need to focus more attention. In fact, the failure to understand the 
complexities of fuel transitions from a socio-cultural perspective has had significant 
economic consequences for ESKOM and its electrification drive (cf. Bank 1999).  

ESKOM and the state have consistently been disappointed by the slow rate 
at which township and village consumers have made the full transition to electricity 
and have stuck with traditional fuels. Constant back switching was said to be 
undermining the economic viability of extending the electricity grid. To encourage 
electricity use, ESKOM and local municipalities donated basic appliances, such as 
kettles and irons, to newly connected consumers. But, in the end, it was found that 
large-scale investments in grid extensions could not be justified on the basis of 
local-level use patterns. Cost recovery also plagued ESKOM and municipalities, 
resulting in the introduction of pre-payment meters and new strategies to extract 
and extend use from new customers. However, the state conceded that it would not 
be possible in the short-term to ensure that everyone had access to electricity. This 
lead to a transition in government thinking at the turn of the millennium; they were 
more sympathetic to multiple fuel-use strategies and spoke more of sustainability 
and environmental safety than had previously been the case. In the past five years, 
quite a lot of emphasis has been placed on looking at solar and wind turbines as an 
alternative course of energy. This shift in policy and the initiatives associated with 
it in the Eastern Cape, will be considered later, where we will also look at the 
complex issues associated with cost recovery. However, before moving on to these 
topics, we would like to reflect further on the issue of multiple fuel use. 
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1.4  Multiple Fuel Use and the Social Determinants of Fuel Selection 
 

Electricity was mainly used for lighting and operating entertainment appliances. 
This trend was most evident in poorer households, where the breadwinner does not 
have secure employment or where the household depends heavily on welfare 
payments for survival. These households tended to do without electrical appliances 
and many use electricity for lighting only. Regarding cooking, it was noted that 
only the better-off households made any use of electrical appliances for cooking on 
a regular basis. But even here households used different fuel types for different 
cooking activities. In some cases the samp would be first half cooked on a primus 
or flame stove and then be transferred to the hot plate or four plate stoves for final 
cooking. (Extract from field report on Duncan Village, East London 2001). 

The 1998 Energy White Paper lamented the fact that due to the general 
service backlogs during the Apartheid era, the majority of people in the country still 
did not enjoy the benefits of electricity. The Energy White Paper policy took 
direction from the RDP which stated that: 

Although energy is a basic need and a vital input into the informal sector, the vast 
majority of South African households and entrepreneurs depend on inferior and 
expensive fuels. Rural women in particular face a heavy burden collecting wood, 
which is an inefficient and unhealthy fuel. Coal, where it is available, is cheap but 
results in severe health problems, an underpaid workforce and the failure to assess 
and internalise environmental costs. Although Eskom has excess generating 
capacity, only 36 per cent of South African households have access to electricity, 
leaving more than three million households unelectrified. Furthermore, some 19 
000 black schools (86 per cent) and around 4 000 clinics are currently without 
electricity. Little attention has been paid to utilizing sustainable energy sources 
such as solar power … 

Past South African energy policies concentrated on achieving energy self-
sufficiency at enormous cost, but seriously neglected the household sector. Future 
energy policy must concentrate on the provision of energy services to meet the 
basic needs of poor households, stimulate productive capacity and urgently meet 
the energy needs associated with community services such as schools, clinics and 
water supplies3. 

The focus of the energy policy was thus on the household sector and the 
inequalities that existed in terms of access to electricity services. The assumption 
that informed investment in electricity provision, as we have stressed above, was 
that once people were given access to electricity they would use it intensively 
because it was so obviously superior to the traditional fuels on which many rural 
households still relied. The 1998 White Paper reinforced this view, but also stated 
that, while about 50% of households in South Africa had access to electricity in 
1995, this energy source only contributed 17% of household energy use.  

In the section below, some recent Eastern Cape-based research on fuel use 
and selection in urban communities has been summarised, which reveals the 
voluntary and involuntary dimension of multiple fuel use in the Eastern Cape (cf. 
Bank, 2001). A summary of some of the research findings are included because 
they highlight the importance of understanding the household-level, demand side 
dynamics of fuel use for policy makers, who tend to concentrate mainly on 
questions of supply and cost-recovery. The argument we make below is that greater 

                                                
3 The Reconstruction and Development Programme, ANC, 1994 
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attention should be given to understanding and supporting the multiple fuel use 
strategies of poor households in the Eastern Cape.  
 

1.4.1 Involuntary fuel-switching 
Research in the Eastern Cape (cf. Bank 2001) confirms this observation, namely 
that households remain highly selective in the way they use fuel. Research shows 
that strategic multiple fuel-use occurs by choice and is informed by fuel-users’ 
pursuit of things like energy-efficiency, energy cost-saving, dietary preference, 
taste considerations and personal convenience.  Involuntary multiple fuel-use is the 
polar opposite in that it occurs in the absence of choice.  It is usually a short-term 
measure which happened in response to some or other crisis, such as electricity 
failure, or the disconnection associated with the inability to pay and municipal cut-
offs.  

By definition, involuntary multiple fuel-use occurred in the absence of 
choice.  It was not a matter of strategy, but was rather imposed on a household by 
external forces which were beyond the household’s control.  In view of this, 
involuntary multiple fuel-use and fuel-substitution revealed little about fuel-users’ 
preferences and fuel choices.  Involuntary multiple fuel-use was almost invariably 
related either to problems of access to preferred fuels, or to cash-flow problems 
which, in turn, led to a lack of access.  In electrified households, involuntary 
multiple fuel-use occurred when access to electricity was denied due to some 
external factor, most often a localised power failure; when there was a cash crisis 
and the household was unable to pay its electricity bill; when, in households with 
pre-payment systems, an oversight led to temporary unavailability of electricity; 
and when an electrical appliance developed a fault and needed to be repaired or 
replaced.   

Involuntary multiple fuel-use occurred in unelectrified households when the 
preferred fuel type or types were not in supply at local retailers, which was very 
rare; when householders could not afford to purchase the fuel or fuels they 
generally used; and, once again, when an appliance broke.  In both electrified and 
unelectrified households, the outcome was generally a short-term change to more 
readily available fuel types which were not the household’s fuels of choice. In 
many of the townships in the Eastern Cape, especially those where cabling was 
located above the ground, electricity supply is frequently interrupted, which makes 
it necessary for households to have alternative fuels and appliances on hand in 
cases of emergency. The overuse of networks due to illegal connections also 
disrupts supply and forces all to keep alternative fuels and appliances in the house. 
The real threat of disconnection for consumers, who fall behind on payments, 
increases the incidence of involuntary multiple fuel-use. Pre-payment meters play 
their role as well, as household do not always have the cash to recharge cards and 
cannot afford to be without energy at these times.  

 
1.4.2 Strategic multiple fuel-use and fuel substitution 

Contrary to rationalist economic thought on these matters (as reflected in policy), 
research shows that low-income households in the Eastern Cape were not driven by 
an overriding desire to achieve fuel economisation - that is, to select a fuel 
combination which minimised energy costs.  Certainly, most are apt to employ 
fuel-use strategies which they believe help them to conserve energy and money.  
However, fuel economisation was seldom the only consideration borne in mind 
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when it came to decision-making around fuel; it was not pursued at the expense of 
all other considerations.  Although others no doubt came into play, our data led us 
to focus on the following determinants of strategic fuel-use practices: 
• prioritisation of convenience, efficiency and taste ahead of cost; 

• the interplay between diets and fuel choices; 
• household composition; 

• the part played by the infrastructure of access to different fuel types; 
• the role of community fuel-use patterns in guiding individual choices; 

• the influence of the semiotics of fuel; and 
• fuel biographies and socialisation. 

1.4.2.1     Convenience and efficiency 
Research shows that households in the Eastern Cape balanced considerations of 
cost against considerations of convenience, domestic efficiency and taste.  
Although some fuel-users believed that paraffin was cheaper than electricity for 
cooking, it was not at all uncommon for these same fuel-users to use electricity 
to cook part of a meal and paraffin to cook another part of it.  These 
householders were concerned about saving on energy costs; had this not been 
the case, they would have used their electric stoves to cook the entire meal.  In 
their minds however, the convenient, but more costly method of using two 
appliances simultaneously outweighed the inconvenient, but less costly option 
of cooking the entire meal on the paraffin stove.  Instead of choosing the 
cheaper option, they used the paraffin stove to cook the least energy cost-
efficient component of the meal and cooked the most energy cost-efficient 
component on the electric stove.  They therefore took into account both 
considerations of cost and considerations of convenience and efficiency; both 
came into play in devising daily fuel-use strategies.  

 
1.4.2.2     The interplay between diets and fuel choices 

Whether a combination of fuels was used in the preparation of a particular 
meal, and in precisely what combination, was frequently determined by the 
content and nature of the meal itself.  Thus, a household might have made a 
habit of using paraffin and electricity, or, in rare instances, paraffin and gas, to 
prepare one particular meal; whenever this meal was prepared, the process of 
preparation involved strategic multiple fuel-use.  However, when preparing 
another kind of meal, the same household might have used only paraffin or only 
electricity; for the purposes of this meal, the household engaged a mono-fuel 
strategy.  Once again, whether more than one fuel was used in cooking, and if 
so in what combination, sometimes varied on a daily basis according to what 
foodstuffs constituted the meal. 

 
1.4.2.3     Household composition 

When considering the impact of the internal features of households on fuel-use, 
it is important to distinguish between household size and household 
composition. Whereas size refers merely to a numerical variable, the concept of 
household composition, if fully developed, has reference to the social character 
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of a household.  Analysis has stressed that household composition - that is, how 
a household was composed in terms of factors like gender, age and intra-
household relations - was a more important determinant of fuel-use patterns 
than household size.   

Research found that changes in membership may affect changes in fuel-
use and appliance-use patterns because new members bring with them new 
appliances or improve the household’s financial resources, or departing 
members take with them appliances or negatively affect the household’s 
financial position. The gender profile of a household, and changes to it, may 
also affect what fuels and appliances are used, as well as the frequency with 
which they are used.  Another important determining factor revealed by 
research is that the presence or absence of school-going children affects fuel 
use. Cases showed how reliance on electricity, interspersed with reliance on a 
combination of electricity and paraffin, were related to the school-year.  During 
school terms, some households relied almost exclusively on electricity: the 
children required electricity to do their homework in the evenings and were not 
around the house during the day to watch television. Examples show that just as 
fuel-use patterns may be influenced by the gender and income profiles of a 
household, so too may they be determined by the presence or absence of 
children, as well as by the ages, and hence the varying needs, of these children. 

 
1.4.2.4     The infrastructure of access and the role of community fuel-use patterns 

The fuel-use practices of neighbouring or nearby households frequently 
impacted on a household’s own fuel-use practices. Obviously, households could 
not use electricity if it was not available in the area, and this applies to other 
fuels as well, such as gas, which was not always readily available.  Community 
fuel-use patterns, as well as what might be termed the ‘infrastructure of access’ 
- that is, what fuels are available in a given context, where they are available 
from, and how easily accessible they are relative to others - may play a large 
part in determining fuel-use patterns. 

 
1.4.2.5     Fuel and the influence of culture 

Like most commodities, fuels are encoded with a multiplicity of social 
meanings and social associations.  These meanings and associations, which are 
sometimes culturally-defined, may determine the contexts in which a 
particularly fuel type is used, as well as the contexts in which, ideally, it should 
not be used. To a certain extent, semiotics and culture impacted upon fuel-use 
patterns. One example, a woman from Duncan Village, East London, operated a 
food vending stall close to the Central Business District (CBD) at which she 
sold chicken pieces which were cooked every night on an open wood fire 
outside her shack.  Nevertheless, her household’s evening meal was almost 
invariably prepared on a paraffin stove inside the dwelling, even though there 
was a perfectly adequate heat-source outside. In terms of energy efficiency and 
fuel economisation, her actions defied logic. When considered against the 
background of the local-level semiotics of wood-fuel, however, her strategy 
made perfect sense.  Unless used for ritual purposes or for barbecuing, both of 
which carry prestige, use of wood-fuel for preparation of everyday meals had 
negative connotations and was considered lowly.  For this reason, she cooked 
her household’s meal inside the domestic arena on a paraffin stove, but 
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prepared her commercial wares outside on the wood fire.  She had therefore 
constructed a socio-spatial model by firmly distinguishing her commercial 
operations from her domestic operations: food cooked for private consumption 
was prepared indoors on a stove, whereas food cooked for public consumption 
was prepared outdoors on the fire. 

 
1.4.2.6     Fuel choices and biography 

People also used different fuels at different junctures in their lives, and these 
cumulative experiences led to divergent and idiosyncratic patterns of fuel-use 
between different households.  Fuel-users’ individual fuel histories - that is, 
their past interactions with fuels - therefore played a large part in determining 
fuel-use strategies.  The influence of fuel-use histories on fuel-use strategies 
was evident, among other things, in householders’ divergent perceptions of 
energy cost-efficiency.  For example, while many householders believed that 
cooking with paraffin was cheaper than cooking with electricity, there was by 
no means unanimity on the degree of difference between the two.  There were 
also householders who entirely disagreed with this, believing that electricity 
was cheaper than paraffin in all respects.  These differing views, which were 
experientially-based, were built around perceptions and assumptions about 
energy cost-efficiency.  In short, they arose out of individuated fuel-use 
histories. 

 
1.4.2.7     The role of fuel economisation in decision-making around fuel 

Fuel economisation is only one among a number of considerations adopted by 
households when making decisions around fuels and fuel strategies.  This being 
said, it is important to note that when strategic multiple fuel-use was driven 
primarily by a desire to save money, fuel economisation generally occurred in 
relation to energy-using activities other than cooking.  Thus, people would 
economise on energy by washing dishes in cold water, taking care not to crease 
clothing so as to minimise on ironing, limiting the number of hot beverages 
consumed, and so on.  A possible and probably incomplete explanation for this, 
which we offered, was that meals are of immense social significance and a meal 
itself is taken to signify a great deal about those who partake in it.  What a 
family eats, by whom a meal is prepared, and where it is eaten, are indices of 
standing, dignity and worth.  Meals, then, are a lens through which a variety of 
things about a family are read and externally constructed.  For these reasons, we 
have suggested that cooking is a domain in which people were least likely to 
compromise - hence our observation that, if at all possible, fuel economisation 
generally took place in relation to other energy-using domestic functions. 

In the above discussion, which is by no means exhaustive and based 
largely on observations in the townships of East London, we have drawn 
attention to the social complexities of multiple fuel use strategies and dangers 
associated with simplistic policy models about fuel transitions. This is not to 
say that there is not a strong shift toward electricity as a preferred fuel in many 
instances, but rather to highlight the continuing dominance of multiple fuel use 
strategies for the urban and rural poor in the Eastern Cape. The discussion also 
highlights our opening point about the difficult of establishing and determining 
human need outside of a consideration of social context. 
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1.5   Domestic Fuel-use in the Eastern Cape: 2001 Census Results 
 

To re-enforce the above discussion and reflect more generally on prevailing 
conditions in the Eastern Cape, the tables below summarise the main findings in 
relation to domestic fuel use in the Eastern Cape on a district by district basis as 
revealed in the 2001 Census. The figures confirm that most households are engaged 
in multiple fuel use strategies, using different combinations of fuel or fuel sets for 
different activities, such as lighting, space heating and cooking.  

Table 10.1 shows that households in the Eastern Cape still make extensive 
use of paraffin and wood for cooking. Approximately one third of households 
mainly use electricity for cooking; a third paraffin and the final third wood. In 
many instances, households would make use of several fuels in the preparation of 
meals, so it cannot be said that those who mainly use electricity do not also use 
paraffin or visa versa. The distributions show that electricity was not widely used 
for cooking in Alfred Nzo, OR Tambo and Ukhahlamba, while in the NMM, it was 
clearly the most widely used fuel. The reasons for this difference have to do with 
several factors: firstly, many more households in NMM are connected to the 
electricity grid in most districts. Secondly, diets in the rural areas are more 
traditional and therefore more cooking is done with well-established rural fuels like 
wood and paraffin; and thirdly, rural households are poorer than urban ones and 
therefore struggle with the cost of electricity (preferring to collect wood than pay 
for electricity or paraffin). 
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Table 1.1: Energy for cooking by district (number of households) 

 

 Figure 1.1: Energy for cooking 
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Electricity 47949 114728 37695 12613 29884 7523 169605 419997 

Gas 4444 11469 4480 3076 12794 3755 3992 44010 

Paraffin 31723 150243 59641 33727 60057 26876 82816 445083 

Wood 15384 127606 69416 32126 216453 80183 2394 543562 

Coal 234 1230 660 366 1035 554 527 4606 

Animal dung 273 10268 14676 2415 17331 3627 740 49330 

Solar 115 531 275 105 453 143 377 1999 

Other 185 888 669 271 1265 443 348 4069 

TOTAL 100307 416963 187512 84699 339272 123104 260799 1512656 
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Table 1.2: Energy for cooking by district (percentage) 

 
 
Figure 1.2: Main energy sources for cooking by district 
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Response % % % % % % % % 

Electricity 47.8 27.5 20.1 14.9 8.8 6.1 65.0 27.8 

Gas 4.4 2.8 2.4 3.6 3.8 3.1 1.5 2.9 

Paraffin 31.6 36.0 31.8 39.8 17.7 21.8 31.8 29.4 

Wood 15.3 30.6 37.0 37.9 63.8 65.1 0.9 35.9 

Coal 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.3 

Animal dung 0.3 2.5 7.8 2.9 5.1 2.9 0.3 3.3 

Solar 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Other 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.1 0.3 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Table 1.3: Energy for heating by district (number of households) 

 
Figure 1.3: Energy for heating 
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Electricity 41599 94097 26188 9357 22121 5905 155140 354407 

Gas 1308 3170 1154 696 2665 778 1594 11365 

Paraffin 21551 147581 57346 26422 70318 21256 80735 425209 

Wood 29867 149404 89929 40736 227376 89354 9709 636375 

Coal 888 4102 1691 2929 2127 821 719 13277 

Animal dung 194 5900 9010 3693 7939 3781 423 30940 

Solar 186 610 167 79 459 69 280 1850 

Other 4713 12100 2026 790 6272 1138 12199 39238 

TOTAL 100306 416964 187511 84702 339277 123102 260799 1512661 
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Table 1.4: Energy for heating by district (percentage) 

 
Figure 1.4: Main energy sources for heating by district 
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Response % % % % % % % % 

Electricity 41.5 22.6 14.0 11.0 6.5 4.8 59.5 23.4 

Gas 1.3 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 

Paraffin 21.5 35.4 30.6 31.2 20.7 17.3 31.0 28.1 

Wood 29.8 35.8 48.0 48.1 67.0 72.6 3.7 42.1 

Coal 0.9 1.0 0.9 3.5 0.6 0.7 0.3 0.9 

Animal dung 0.2 1.4 4.8 4.4 2.3 3.1 0.2 2.0 

Solar 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Other 4.7 2.9 1.1 0.9 1.8 0.9 4.7 2.6 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Table 1.5: Energy for lighting by district (number of households) 
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Figure 1.5: Energy for lighting 
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Electricity 71952 226828 95293 36357 94875 28168 195618 749091 

Gas 374 1611 541 235 852 408 894 4915 

Paraffin 19610 157194 51822 16127 40781 10321 58678 354533 

Candles 7765 29175 38711 31079 198623 82499 5072 392924 

Solar 194 460 250 524 1590 846 199 4063 

Other 413 1693 898 375 2552 860 340 7131 

TOTAL 100308 416961 187515 84697 339273 123102 260801 1512657 



                                                           
 

RAPID ASSESSMENT OF SERVICE DELIVERY AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SURVEY IN THE EASTERN CAPE  
 

22 

Table 1.6: Energy for lighting by district (percentage) 

 
Figure 1.6: Main energy sources for lighting by district 

 
 

The figures and tables above demonstrate that households are selective in 
the ways in which they use fuels. Electricity is widely used as a source of energy 
for lighting. In fact, about 50% of households in the Eastern Cape use electricity for 
lighting, while about half that number use it for space heating and/or cooking.  In 
relation to lighting, we also note that, although electricity is fairly popular as a fuel 
choice, many households continue to use paraffin and/or candles for lighting.  
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Electricity 71.7 54.4 50.8 42.9 28.0 22.9 75.0 49.5 

Gas 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Paraffin 19.5 37.7 27.6 19.0 12.0 8.4 22.5 23.4 

Candles 7.7 7.0 20.6 36.7 58.5 67.0 1.9 26.0 

Solar 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.1 0.3 

Other 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.8 0.7 0.1 0.5 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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1.6 Informal Settlements and Energy Use 
 

Under Apartheid, the state often used the metaphor of the 'septic fringe' to refer to 
informal settlements emerging on the fringes the cities. (cf. de V Minaar 1992:27). 
This usage was no casual slippage. Since the turn of the twentieth century, officials 
in South Africa have conceptualised African informal settlements as subversive, a 
threat to social order. In the minds of white officials, the Apartheid city has always 
been imagined as an organic entity; a social body, susceptible to contamination and 
disease by the infiltration of ‘uncivilised Africans’, the metaphorical germs 
creating the festering sores of the 'septic fringe'. The political project of sanitising 
the city, cleansing it of impurities, was a ritual of urban renewal under Apartheid. 
Goldberg (1993) argues that in settler societies generally: ‘the racial slum was 
doubly determined, for the metaphorical stigma of a black blotch on the cityscape 
bears the added connotation of moral degeneracy, natural inferiority and 
repulsiveness’ (1993: 49). During the Apartheid era then, informal settlements 
were seen as irredeemably backward and anti-modern. 
 Since the collapse of Apartheid, the racial ideologies that underpinned the 
discourse of urban development have been dispensed with - informal settlements 
are no longer represented as the ‘septic fringe’ in official discourse. But this is not 
to say that older models do not continue to exercise a powerful influence on the 
way in which urban development is conceptualised. In the post-1994 era, 
policymakers and officials continue to conceptualise South African cities as 
divided into socially and economically distinct ‘housing classes’, which are 
hierarchically ranked on a socio-economic scale from the most informal dwellings 
(spontaneous settlements seen to house new arrivals and the desperately poor) to 
the most formal dwellings (seen to house better off, more permanently urbanised 
people). It has been widely assumed that people living in formal houses in 
township settings will, in keeping with their generally better socio-economic 
position, usually be more socially organised, while those who live in urban 
informal settlements are more inclined to live in ‘transitional’ families and 
communities, characterised by social instability, poverty and the absence of proper 
parental care. These ‘dysfunctional’ communities have often been presented as 
incubators of social pathologies, such as juvenile delinquency, poverty and 
violence. 

In the past then, the urban landscape was basically sub-divided into four 
ecological zones - white suburban areas, African townships, hostels and squatter 
camps. This grading of the urban ecology has been elaborated since 1994. Shack 
areas are now sub-divided into free-standing shack areas, backyard shacks, planned 
informal settlements, spontaneous settlements and so on. These terms are used to 
define and label particular ‘sub-communities’ within the urban ecology and there is 
a constant process of grading, evaluation and redefinition that occurs within the 
policy arena. This process occurs on the basis of the ecological definition of the 
specific residential area under consideration. The main aim of this exercise, which 
seems to be a constant pre-occupation among urban policymakers, is to sharpen 
their terminology in defining different housing classes. In general, a broad 
distinction between formal and informal settlements has remained the master 
narrative within which urban policy formulation and intervention is conceived. The 
generic urban informal settlement is now seen more positively as ‘communities-in-
transition’. However, despite the formal recognition informal settlements have 
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received from the state since democracy, they still remain a problematic element of 
the urban fabric.  

In the 2004 Breaking New Ground housing policy, the Minister of Housing 
committed the government to the eradication of informal settlements by 2004. In 
the past, the focus of housing policy was on the removal of informal settlement 
communities to new Greenfield sites where RDP houses would be supplied. In 
terms of the new policy, the idea is to both resettle households and communities, 
but wherever possible, to also upgrade the housing and social infrastructure in 
informal settlements. This shift in policy will facilitate a change in the approach of 
municipalities and Eskom to supply electricity to informal settlements. In the past, 
it was policy in most municipalities not to supply informal settlement residents 
with electricity. In some instances, concessions were made and pre-paid meters 
were installed in these areas to support business activities. But the general rule was 
that informal settlements would only be there on a temporary basis and could not 
be considered as sites for the delivery of significant infrastructure such as 
electricity cabling and installations. The adoption of this policy across the country 
and in the Eastern Cape in particular has had several significant consequences:  
• A large percentage of the urban poor living in informal settlements have been 

forced to use paraffin, wood and gas as there main domestic fuels; 
• Denying access to electricity in informal settlements has led to a proliferation 

of illegal connections and makeshift arrangements, which are neither safe nor 
sustainable. Our survey shows that 27% of households in informal settlements 
claim they have access to electricity (presumably through such arrangements) 

• One of the most devastating consequences of the use of cheap, poor quality 
appliances in densely settled informal settlements, where wood and cardboard 
are used in the construction of dwellings, is that they have become tinderboxes 
extremely prone to shack fires. 

In the Eastern Cape, densely settled informal settlements in areas like 
Duncan Village in East London, Soweto-on-Sea, Walmer in Port Elizabeth and 
Ngangeliswe in Mthatha have emerged as major sites for shack fires. In Duncan 
Village, the problem has been so intense that it has been estimated that there has 
been almost one shack lost everyday over the past ten years due to fire. In some 
outbreaks, fires can claim several hundred shacks at a time, while in other cases, 
containment is possible and only a few shacks are lost. 
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1.7  Cost Recovery and Electricity  
 

Water, electricity and street light cut-offs have become part of the arsenal of state 
weapons against the poor in a low intensity class war between desperate consumers 
and local authorities (Greg Ruiters 2001: 11).  

The issue of cost recovery has been a contentious issue in the field of basic 
service provision. The rent and services boycott of the 1980s, which was designed 
to bring the apartheid government to it’s knees and force through democratic 
change in the cities, created a situation where households in the township were not 
paying for services and had become accustomed to not taking service costs into 
account in their household budgets. This generated an expectation that services 
would continue to be provided on a subsidized basis after democracy as an 
acknowledgement of the extent of poverty in urban and rural communities. In 
reality, however, the African National Congress opted for a policy of insisting on 
cost recovery for all services at municipal level. State houses were transferred to 
township households free of charge, but service costs had to be recovered. Ending, 
what some called the ‘culture of non-payment’, had become a priority. In the mid 
1990s, the ANC introduced the Mashakane (‘lets build together’) programme, 
launched by Nelson Mandela, to encourage service payment and to stress 
community co-operation for the future viability of local government. It was stressed 
that the latter objective could not be achieved without the revenue of consumers of 
basic services, such as water provision, electricity, rates and refuse removal.  

Many municipalities immediately experienced great difficulties in 
extracting full payment for services. Citizens argued that they could not afford the 
full cost of services and that basic services should be provided on a subsidised basis 
by the state. Many said that they had a constitutional right to basic services 
irrespective of their ability to pay for them. Township residents now asked whether 
full citizenship in the new South Africa was only reserved for the well-off people. 
They wondered what democracy has meant for them. By 1996, the state had 
adopted a broadly neo-liberal approach to the issue of service delivery and 
committed itself to a programme of selective privatization in the service delivery 
sector.  It allowed local authorities to seek out private partners or firms to take on 
the responsibility for the provision and management of core public services, such as 

Case Study 1: The Reasons for Duncan’s Infernos 
 
Reflecting on the living conditions in Duncan Village, where 80 000 people live in 
extremely cramped conditions, it is not difficult to understand why residential fires are 
so common. Firstly, residential densities in this township are among the highest in the 
country, estimated to have reached beyond 3000 people per hectare. In the shack areas, 
dwellings are often spaced less than a metre apart. Secondly, the vast majority of homes 
- more than three quarters of them - are shacks made of rough pine timber and 
cardboard, the waste products of industrial packaging. These materials are cheap, easily 
accessible and highly flammable. Thirdly, because of the low levels of electrification in 
this township, there is a heavy reliance on paraffin as the primary domestic fuel. Over 
80 per cent of township households rely exclusively on paraffin for cooking and 
lighting, while the remaining 20 per cent use a variety of appliances fuelled by paraffin, 
gas and electricity. The extremely high level of paraffin reliance is the main cause of 
fire in the township. (Bank 2000: 72) 
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water provision. In this process of transformation, electricity remained firmly under 
the control of the state-owned Eskom, which was charged with the responsibility of 
ensuring that the national electricity grid was massively expanded after 1994 to 
bring the country as close as possible to universal electricity access within the 
shortest space of time.  The challenge facing Eskom was that it needed to improve 
its cost recovery strategies on electricity use in poor communities, if it was to 
continue to fund expansion.  

The other critical aspect of cost recovery for municipalities in relation to 
electricity, was that many bought their electricity from Eskom and then sold it at a 
profit to the end users. As the pressure intensified from the political centre for local 
authorities to become more finically self-reliant, many municipalities turned to 
electricity revenues as a means of income generation. By increasing the cost of 
electricity and enforcing payment through an aggressive programme of 
disconnecting defaulters, municipalities set out to increase their revenue. Critics 
argued that making the poor pay the full costs, not only on electricity use, but of the 
maintenance and expansion of the grid was unjust and diminished their basic rights 
as citizens. They suggested that the state should accommodate poor communities 
by making the cost of electricity affordable to them and through cross-subsidisation 
from rich consumers to poorer ones. The pressures imposed by municipalities 
undermined the spirit of Mashakhane and set many communities on a collision 
course with the state.  

As the main supplier of electricity, Eskom argued that it already offered 
electricity at a very low rate to consumers and could not push down costs further.  
It insisted that those who did not pay would have to be disconnected. Compliance 
had to be enforced. Indeed, during the late 1990s, the so-called ‘culture of non-
payment’ was rapidly replaced by a ‘culture of disconnection’, where all consumers 
were systematically denied services if they were deemed to have a poor payment 
record. In the new environment, citizens were transformed into customers and the 
provision of services became increasing individualised and commodified (cf. Pape 
and McDonald 2002, McDonald and Ruiters 2005).  

In the late 1990s, a great deal of resources was invested in pre-payment 
technologies in an attempt to shift the responsibility of managing consumption 
from Eskom/municipalities to consumers themselves. This process began in the 
mid-1990s with the release of the first pre-payment meters, which operated on a 
card system. The first generation meters lack tight security features and it was soon 
discovered that they could easily be rigged. Several newer models were released in 
the late 1990s, and by 2000, the prepayment meters, installed in households across 
the province, were now virtually tamper proof.  The shift from conventional billing 
to pre-payment technologies ensured that in the township markets in particular, 
Eskom and the local municipalities were able to increasingly allow the ‘coupons’ to 
do their work for them. By 2001, municipal officials in Port Elizabeth reported that 
there were already 72000 pre-payment customers purchasing R6million worth of 
electricity a month. By 2002, the city’s Electrical Engineer’s department claimed 
that 60% of homes in Port Elizabeth now utilized the prepaid electricity metering 
system. The problem, however, was access to places to buy the new coupons. In 
fact, in 2001 there were only 27 vending stations in the entire city. Township 
residents complained at having to walk long distances or board taxis merely to 
purchase electricity (The Herald 12/4/2001; 15/9/003). 
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New houses were given priority in terms of the installation of pre-payment meters. 
Many township residents consequently continued to depend on the older billing 
system. In 2001, ESKOM announced that it would intensify the campaign against 
consumers who are ‘free loaders’ on the system. Various strategies would be 
pursued, including automatic cut-off of electricity, a demand for full settlement of 
electricity bills before reconnection, and stiffer penalties for late settlement of 
accounts. In 2003, the Buffalo City Executive Mayor Sindisile Maclean, gave a 
Christmas reprieve to defaulting electricity consumers. The incentives to pay only 
some earned the municipal coffers over R600 000. Disconnections also occurred 
for pre-paid customers (if they were defaulters on other bills) and it was reported 
that the meters of more than 40 000 Buffalo City consumers had been cut off as a 
result of municipal arrears, which now totalled R200 million (Daily Dispatch, 
1/5/2002; 23/7/2004). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By 2006, pre-payment technologies and their use were firmly entrenched, 

especially in the large urban areas across the province. One of the consequences of 
the shift to pre-payment technologies is that ESKOM has become somewhat less 
concerned with ‘illegal connections’ to the grid than it had been before 2000. It 
would appear that ESKOM has figured that as long as the electricity is being paid 
for (via a pre-payment metre) it is not really theft. The problem is that the process 
of illegal connection to the grid continues to create safety, crime and other risks 
that need to be managed and controlled.  The selection of stories presented below 
(extracted from reports in the local media over the past few years) highlights some 
of the main issues related to illegal connections and crime:  

Case Study 2: BC Council gets Tough on Illegal Electricity  

Mayibongwe Maqhina, reports that Buffalo City residents who connect 
electricity illegally are to be dealt a heavy blow when the municipality 
establishes a division that is expected to deal with illegal connections on a 
full time, co-ordinated and focused basis. The council decided to urgently 
establish a revenue protection division in response to rampant illegal 
electricity connections which are believed to be costing the municipality 
millions of rands in lost revenue. Complaints of illegal electricity 
connections in Mzamomhle, Gompo, Duncan Village and Pefferville were 
received by the municipality last year, according to engineering director 
Hamish Forrest's report to the council. A recent raid was conducted in 
Gompo-Duncan Village where a truckload of illegal wires were removed 
on April 15. Despite the raids, Forrest said, residents reconnected 
themselves as soon as the teams left. It is not council policy to provide 
electricity to informal houses on unregistered land (Daily Dispatch, 31 
July 2003). 
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In the lead up to the 2000 local government elections, the ANC mooted the idea of 
a free basic services policy for water and electricity. The free policy was introduced 
in 2001 and offered all citizens 6 kilolitres of water and 50kwt of electricity free of 
charge on a monthly basis per household.  The evidence collected suggests that the 
new policy has been applied in the main urban centres in the Eastern Cape, but has 
not yet reached the majority of poor households in rural areas. The reason for this is 
that the majority of these households do not receive electricity, and are therefore 
unable to benefit from the free service. This is an issue which needs to be 
addressed. 

In relation to our earlier discussion on multiple fuel use, we note that policy 
pushes electricity and this is not necessarily positive in all areas and situations, 
since it undermines multiple fuel use strategies. We are not opposed to 
electrification, but would like to see policy which give due consideration to a 
variety of energy options for households, ensuring that all fuels are provided as 
cheaply and safely as possible. The debate about electricity provision, outside of 
the main urban centres, has received additional impetus from the heated discussion 
and disputes surrounding the introduction of a new electricity distribution system. 
We review this discussion below and its implications for the Eastern Cape.  

 

Case Study 3: Vandalism Hinders ESKOM Service  

Eskom’s service in the Eastern Cape is being seriously affected by crime. 
Technicians have been abducted and others electrocuted. Letitia Ndema said 
that theft, network fraud, meter-tampering and vandalism were obstructing 
the delivery of world class customer service. Suspected vandalism at a 
substation near King Williams Town caused a major blackout of the region. 
Two technicians were abducted and left tied to a tree and another two were 
electrocuted when a line they were working on was switched on by 
‘irresponsible criminals’ (The Herald, 4 Jan 2001). 

Case  Study 4: Thieves Imperil Own Lives  

Thieves who break into electrical substations endanger their own lives and cause 
damage to household appliances according to the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
Municipality. The result is that consumers in the area receive a higher-than-normal 
voltage which damaged household appliances such as TVs, VCRs and hi-fi’s said 
municipal electricity and emergency business unit manager George Ferreira in response 
to the recurring incidents of electricity sub-stations being broken into…. 
[It was also reported that in East London] 6 people have been electrocuted and 12 
injured by electricity so far this year. Eskom is to strengthen its public awareness 
campaigns on the dangers of touching live wires and will visit schools and communities 
to teach the dangers of electricity (Daily Dispatch, 13 September 2003). 
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1.9 Restructuring of Supply: Regional Electricity Distributors      
REDS) and the Eastern Cape 

 
In reflecting on the impact of electricity and infrastructure restructuring, we should 
be mindful of the general comments made by Graham and Marvin (2001) about the 
dangers of particular elitist forms of privatisation within the infrastructure sector: 

Supporting the shift from the modern infrastructural ideal (of government owned 
and controlled provision of electricity) to privatized, corporatised, project-based 
and often ‘secessionary’ infrastructural improvements, these increasingly become 
geared to favoured and valued users. These networked infrastructures – seeking 
business solutions, global connections and competitive attractiveness and 
efficiency – provide socio-technical solutions which underpin and perpetuate 
highly uneven urban, rural, developmental and service logics. In effect they create 
‘bypass’ configurations of electricity or power (and water, road, rail, 
telecommunications, etc) that allow for the development of global city enclaves, 
manufacturing spaces, technopoles, gated communities and the like to remove 
themselves from the surrounding social worlds of the low-income consumers and 
poor neighbourhoods and areas with apparent ease. This leads to the erosion, 
withdrawal or neglect of the infrastructural fabric of peripheral areas and spaces 
that further undermines the economic and development prospects of such areas 
(Graham and Marvin 2001: 376-77). 

The general observations made by Graham and Marvin (2001) seem 
particularly appropriate in the context of the Eastern Cape and the debate about 
REDS or Regional Electricity Distributors.  In 2003, there were 190 licensed 
electricity distributors in South Africa, 14% of these were in the Eastern Cape 
(NER 2003). The distributors include Eskom, local government and private 
distributors and concern has been expressed over a long period, dating back to the 
1980s, that the system of distribution is inefficient. This resulted in a proposal in 
2001 for the creation of six REDS, all anchored in a major metropolitan area.  It 
was argued that REDS would: 
• by consolidating the industry, would create economies of scale and ensure 

greater reliability of services, especially municipal distribution systems which 
were in a poor state of repair; 

• provide rural municipalities with the resources to maintain infrastructure  
• reduce service interruptions in metropolitan areas which have a negative impact 

on business and domestic consumers 
The idea that the REDS would be anchored in the 6 largest metropolitan 

areas provided a clear indication of where the main focus of intervention would be. 
In fact, while the initial proposal was that each RED would cut across urban and 
rural areas, it was later proposed that a system of seven REDS be created, where 
the last RED would specifically service rural areas, leaving the other six to focus on 
urban demand and development. The model has raised fears that electricity 
distribution would not only be dominated by metropolitan interests, but would also 
soon be privatised in such a way that the public and political mandate of providing 
electricity for all, would fall away, with provision increasingly focused on places 
with resources, such as business parks and better off suburbs.   
On the one hand, REDS have been strongly supported by business, mining and 
ESKOM, who had stressed the need for restructuring to improve the service as well 



                                                           
 

RAPID ASSESSMENT OF SERVICE DELIVERY AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SURVEY IN THE EASTERN CAPE  
 

30 

as re-capitalise the infrastructure to facilitate future economic growth. Their 
arguments have been strengthened by the large-scale electricity outages in many 
urban centres over the past two years. On the other hand, COSATU opposes the 
scheme on the grounds that it encourages privatisation, encourages job loses and is 
not sufficiently pro-development (Business Day, 22/6/2006). Opposition to REDS 
has come from local authorities, who stand to lose crucial revenue if electricity is 
handed over to REDS. In May 2006, Sam Shilowa, the Premier of Gauteng, for 
example, came out strongly in opposition to the new system, which has already 
been approved by Cabinet.   He has received support from other local authorities.  

In the 2004/5, Allan and Heese note that electricity contributed more than 
22% of the total budgeted revenue for local governments across the country. They 
go on to state that after the purchase of bulk electricity from suppliers (principally 
ESKOM) is deducted, net income for municipalities averaged some 9% last year, 
with a slightly higher margin in the largest nine cities (10.3%) albeit with 
significant variation (Business Day, 8/5/2006). These authors further suggest that: 

From a national perspective the importance of the restructuring of the electricity 
distribution industry is clear. Firstly reliable and reasonably priced electricity 
supply is fundamental to the functioning of the economy, as born out by the recent 
power failures in Cape Town. Electricity distribution is fragmented and inefficient, 
the significant variation shown by 200 different tariff regimes. 

Also 1987 different municipal suppliers necessarily duplicate 
administrative and technical functions in bordering municipalities driving up the 
cost of electricity. Further, while the use of electricity revenue provides cross-
subsidies for other services, underinvestment in electricity distribution assets is a 
key concern – highlighted as a cause of continuing blackouts…. (Ibid). 

In setting out the system, it was proposed that municipalities be 
compensated for their loss of revenue. However, many municipalities figure that a 
bird in the hand is worth two in the bush and are still extremely sceptical of the 
REDS initiative. There is consequently still resistance to REDS within 
municipalities, while at the same time many are asking what the introduction of a 
seventh RED for non-metropolitan areas might mean in practice.   

The problem for the Eastern Cape might be that the REDS entity, created to 
serve the province, will be considerably weaker and more marginal than the entities 
created in the bigger centres. The possibility exists that the restructuring process 
will re-entrench a spatial and economic divide between those provinces with more 
competitive urban centres than those without. Grinker (2006), in an unpublished 
paper on the electricity restructuring process, has provided the following ‘balanced 
scorecard assessment’ of the potential negatives impact of the REDS process. It 
would appear that some of the issues raised here will be especially strongly felt in 
the Eastern Cape.  
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Table 1.7: Summary of possible negative scenarios (threats) in the light of an EDI balanced 
scorecard: 
Perspective Desired outcomes Negative scenarios - ‘threats’ 
Financial • Sustained financial viability 

• Cross-subsidisation 
• Maximised use of assets 

• Poor funding for electrification 
• Increased burden on fiscus 
• Cross-subsidisation undermined 
• Income of REDs in poorest regions is 

inadequate 
• Persistence of under-investment in 

maintenance of distribution networks in poor 
regions 

Customer • Meet basic needs 
• Supply appropriate 

products 
• Batho Pele 
• Build the economy 
• Stabilise local authorities 

• Local authority resource crisis worsens: 
• decreased cashflow 
• revenue reduction 

• tariffs up 
• slow extension of service to poor 
• regional inequalities persist – REDs in 

poorest regions lack income to invest 
• inadequate RED service in poorer areas 
• poor infrastructure persists in poorer regions 

Internal • Build independent 
businesses 

• Understand customer 
segments 

• Planned and managed 
transition 

• Poorer REDs unable to become financially 
independent 

• Poorer REDs concentrate on profitable 
customers 

• Corner cutting reduces safety margins  
• Crises of weaker municipalities’ impact on 

internal transition process 
Learning & 
growth 

• Positive climate for action 
• Appropriate competencies 
• Appropriate technology 

• Poor REDs lack human resources 
• Poor REDs lack information systems 

 
1.10 Alternative Sources of Energy 

 
Extending grid electricity in the Eastern Cape is difficult and expensive, due to the 
combination of poverty, dispersed settlement patterns, unemployment, and 
mountainous terrain. These [rural] areas are therefore the focus of many non-grid 
renewable energy projects. These off-grid strategies offer a means of addressing 
the inequities in electrification between urban and rural area (Daily Dispatch, 
24/8/2005). 

In November 2000, the Mineral and Energy Affairs, Minister Phumzile 
Mlambo-Ngcuka, announced that the government would launch a new electricity 
project which would benefit 20 villages in the Eastern Cape. The project would 
assist 8360 households in Mount Frere, Bizana, Umzimkulu and Cofimvaba. She 
went on to state that an additional 10300 connections worth R31million would be 
made available as part of a government rural development programme. She 
emphasised that the provision of electricity had numerous benefits for rural women, 
who currently spent long hours collecting firewood. She said that electrification 
would reduce the inhalation of dangerous paraffin fumes, provide rural 
communities with street lights, and improve health services in the rural 
communities (by allowing for services such as the refrigeration of vaccines). It 
would be used as a sterilisation agent for heating of drinking water to kill germs 
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that causes diseases, such as cholera. The Minister said that over the previous year 
the government had electrified 300 000 households countrywide with grid 
electricity at a cost of R900million. She said that 60% of the households were in 
rural areas.  At the time of this announcement, the government was still confident 
that it would be able to extend access to the electricity grid to even the most remote 
rural communities. 

Since 2000, and especially with an emphasis on sustainable development, 
reviewed focus has been placed on renewal sources of energy provision and off-
grid options (cf. Calrk & Drimie 2002). In the Eastern Cape, some investigation 
and effort has been invested in exploring the possibility of solar energy. In 2001, 
the national government spent R21m on the installation of solar heating systems 
and R43m on a rural schools programme. The Norwegian government funded the 
non-grid technical training programme. Denmark also agreed to supply funds for 
capacity building for local government in areas of non-grid electrification.  

In 2001, the Eastern Cape government demonstrated increasing interest in 
alternative sources of energy. An announcement at the Provincial Science, 
Engineering and Technology fair in Queenstown motivated interested pupils and 
rural dwellers to use solar panels to power their businesses and homes. The power 
provided enables the user to run lights, a television set and portable radio. The units 
were said to generate enough power on a sunny day to operate three lights for five 
hours, a portable black and white television for five hours and a radio for 10 hours. 
The battery can store power to allow the system to continue operating for three to 
four days without sunlight, but even sunlight filtering through clouds, will generate 
power via the solar panel. The system was used in remote rural areas by 
entrepreneurs wanting to start businesses. It was suggested that the new technology 
be piloted in the province. 

In 2004, this initiative was taken further when it was announced that about 
40 000 households in rural areas of the Eastern Cape and North West Province 
would now be provided with solar power. The Department of Minerals and Energy, 
in co-operation with the German Development Bank, called for an expression of 
interest for a non-grid electricity and energy concession for the Eastern Cape and 
North West.  The overall objective of the project is the improvement of living 
conditions by way of environmentally friendly and cost efficient energy supply to 
poor segments of the South African population in the project areas. The bank 
claimed that it would finance the project from the R128 million committed, as part 
of German development assistance to South Africa. This project is still to come to 
fruition.  

In 2005, the Nelson Mandela Metro stated that it was pursuing the 
possibility of employing renewal energy sources by installing wind-generating 
turbines within the area because of threats of climate change. “Climate changes are 
arguably one of the greatest environmental threats the world is facing - storms, 
droughts, and sea level rises and floods are already being felt across the world. 
Urgent steps are therefore necessary to curb these problems in future”, a spokesman 
for the Metro explained. These reasons prompted the NMM to take the lead in 
actively pursuing renewal energy sources in order to create a safer environment for 
its residents. If all goes well, the local authority will consider the installation of a 
pilot project for wind generation and develop a green city policy. 

The evidence collected for this project has suggested that, while solar and 
other forms of renewable energy have been increasingly discussed in the Eastern 
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Cape, the province is still a long way off the effective implementation of any of 
these schemes on a significant scale in the province. 
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ON and OFF THE GRID: ENERGY PROVISION 
 

SECTION TWO 
 
1.11 Results from the Rapid Eastern Cape Provincial Assessment of 

Service Delivery & Socio-Economic Survey: Energy Provision 
 

Electricity is perceived as an essential service by 88.9% of the households in the 
Eastern Cape Province. Electricity scores higher than services like pension payout 
points, parks, cemeteries and tertiary education facilities, and lower than public 
phones, medical facilities, emergency services and roads. 

Residents of Nelson Mandela Metro, Cacadu and Chris Hani place more 
importance on this service (98.7%, 98.3% and 97.6% respectively), while only 75% 
of residents in Alfred Nzo see electricity as an essential service. 
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Table 1.11.1: Perceived essential services by district (q3.1 by A1) (District level weights) 
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SERVICE REGARDED 
AS ESSENTIAL 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

Public telephones 89.3 90.1 87.4 97.2 92.0 95.4 86.4 84.5 91.1 
Postal deliveries  93.6 96.2 88.8 96.0 79.9 90.0 69.6 79.9 89.2 
Post office 92.9 94.6 87.3 96.1 78.6 85.9 61.3 73.9 86.9 
Police services 96.4 96.1 88.5 98.3 95.4 92.5 79.5 93.6 92.1 
Hospital 94.1 92.8 92.9 97.5 94.6 94.1 82.1 95.9 93.2 
Clinic 95.1 98.2 90.8 97.6 88.4 90.3 80.4 93.6 91.8 
Ambulance 92.5 93.0 90.8 97.2 90.8 92.6 79.0 95.9 91.5 
Fire Department 90.4 91.7 86.9 95.4 85.0 94.7 78.1 83.1 89.8 
Low Cost Housing / 
RDP  82.9 83.3 83.7 94.6 81.1 96.7 89.3 71.6 88.1 

Pension payout points  86.0 94.0 80.3 95.0 81.3 87.5 79.6 78.0 85.6 

Water supply  99.0 99.8 90.7 97.7 90.6 92.9 81.8 93.6 93.3 

Electricity supply  98.7 98.3 87.8 97.6 88.0 80.3 75.4 100.0 88.9 

Street lighting  96.7 98.2 93.1 98.4 94.1 96.5 83.1 71.6 94.7 

Good road surface  96.3 94.2 94.0 98.6 94.4 97.8 90.5 93.1 95.6 

Enough roads  90.4 95.0 94.5 98.3 92.5 96.2 88.4 87.1 94.1 

Storm water drains 89.7 94.8 87.0 96.2 84.3 87.2 81.7 83.1 88.6 
Sign posting of roads 92.2 94.8 85.2 96.4 83.7 85.3 74.1 94.5 87.5 
Pavements  93.7 93.7 85.9 96.4 83.0 85.1 72.7 73.9 87.6 
Parks/ recreational open 
space  92.2 87.8 83.3 93.1 83.4 82.8 71.8 72.5 85.3 

Sports facilities 90.2 93.4 91.8 93.4 87.4 90.5 78.1 79.3 90.2 
Libraries  92.8 95.9 88.6 94.9 85.6 92.0 79.6 87.1 90.4 

Public schools  96.5 94.6 85.3 96.6 77.6 79.4 63.5 87.1 85.7 

Community Halls  91.4 97.6 89.0 96.5 87.1 92.8 75.7 78.0 90.5 

Bus transport  93.4 76.9 86.6 94.5 87.1 88.9 78.4 81.7 88.0 

Mini bus taxis  93.9 96.3 83.6 96.3 83.3 85.1 74.0 83.1 87.3 
Refuse Removal  97.7 99.3 80.9 97.1 87.6 90.7 82.7 80.7 89.7 
Sanitation/sewerage 
service  97.1 92.8 93.0 96.4 90.5 95.3 83.7 85.8 93.7 

Crèches  91.2 90.4 84.8 96.1 80.5 87.2 69.6 80.7 86.7 
Connectivity to internet  69.4 42.2 66.6 85.3 73.8 82.2 70.5 44.3 72.0 
Government 
information  88.5 83.8 80.9 96.5 78.5 91.4 80.8 82.2 86.5 

Cellular phone coverage 92.9 91.0 79.3 96.7 78.6 84.7 78.2 100.0 85.7 
Cemeteries  85.3 97.3 73.8 88.6 80.6 71.0 65.2 80.7 78.2 
Tertiary Education 
Facilities  80.1 66.8 80.3 91.6 72.9 87.2 74.0 56.1 81.4 
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When asked which three services were the most important services for the household, 
nearly half of the respondents answered that electricity was one of the most important 
services for the household, making it the second most mentioned service after water 
supply. Electricity scores higher than services like new low cost housing and sanitation. 

Residents in Nelson Mandela Metro, Cacadu and ECDMA10 are most likely to 
mention electricity as one of the most important services for the household, and residents 
in Amathole, Chris Hani and OR Tambo are least likely to mention this service. 
 
Table 1.11.2 : Three most important services to your household by district – Percentage of 
cases (Q3.2 by A1) (District Level Weights)  
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% % % % % % % % % 

Public telephones 8.6 5.8 10.9 7.5 9.5 3.9 9.0 15.5 8.0 
Postal deliveries 13.1 4.4 3.4 2.1 5.7 2.0 3.2 15.0 4.8 
A Post office 4.8 6.4 1.9 1.5 1.1 0.6 1.6 1.4 2.3 
Police services 13.5 5.0 12.6 7.4 7.4 3.2 2.2 0.0 8.4 
Hospitals 14.6 12.6 9.3 7.8 4.6 1.9 3.3 18.7 7.8 
Clinics 10.2 18.9 16.0 17.3 13.6 11.5 13.8 8.2 14.0 
Ambulance services 7.9 7.1 5.0 2.9 5.2 1.2 1.0 8.2 4.2 
A Fire department 3.4 3.2 4.7 1.6 1.7 1.4 0.2 6.4 2.7 
New low cost/RDP 
housing 15.1 14.2 33.2 24.0 24.9 55.0 38.0 1.4 32.5 

Pension payout points 4.5 6.4 3.8 5.7 2.2 4.5 3.3 12.3 4.4 
Water supply 64.4 70.4 52.5 59.2 69.8 76.6 68.8 60.7 64.2 
Electricity supply 61.0 62.5 37.7 38.4 57.5 43.8 59.2 66.2 47.7 
Street lighting 4.7 8.0 9.5 15.2 5.7 6.3 3.9 13.3 7.9 
Good road surface 6.5 13.1 22.1 30.6 20.0 14.6 15.7 24.7 17.6 
Enough roads 1.8 3.1 3.6 4.0 3.0 5.1 2.9 4.1 3.6 
Storm water drains 3.5 5.3 2.1 3.5 1.6 0.2 0.4 1.4 2.1 
Sign posting of roads 1.5 1.4 0.7 1.2 0.5 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.7 
Pavements 3.1 1.1 1.2 2.4 2.2 0.8 0.1 0.0 1.6 
Parks or recreational 
open spaces 4.5 1.9 2.6 3.3 1.4 0.5 0.1 4.6 2.2 

Sports facilities 1.6 0.7 2.2 3.1 0.7 1.3 0.4 0.0 1.7 
Libraries 4.2 0.8 4.4 2.1 1.4 1.1 2.7 0.0 2.8 
Public schools 4.6 2.6 6.6 4.6 3.5 1.9 3.1 1.4 4.2 
Community halls 1.0 0.2 4.0 2.2 1.2 1.3 0.6 1.4 2.0 
Bus transport 1.8 2.9 2.4 1.6 2.0 0.8 1.0 4.6 1.8 
Mini bus taxis 1.6 7.0 1.6 3.1 1.1 0.3 0.2 2.7 1.7 
Refuse removal 15.2 12.4 3.5 8.6 5.3 2.6 1.6 0.0 6.5 
Sanitation or sewerage 
service 11.2 14.4 33.1 27.0 36.0 51.1 49.3 4.1 32.8 

Crèches .6 0.1 2.4 1.2 0.6 1.0 1.6 0.0 1.3 
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Connectivity to internet 2.4 2.2 1.4 1.8 3.6 0.5 3.5 0.0 1.7 
Government information .9 0.4 1.1 3.3 0.4 1.9 0.5 0.0 1.4 
Cellular phone coverage 2.7 2.1 0.8 1.8 4.6 0.5 5.9 23.8 1.9 
Cemeteries .5 0.1 0.1 0.8 0.5 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.3 
Tertiary education 
facilities 4.5 2.5 2.6 2.3 1.3 1.7 2.4 0.0 2.6 

Total number of people 263793 100366 423474 189487 85331 342736 124087 2014 1531289 

 
Respondents were then asked to indicate which three services were the most important 
services for their community. Electricity was mentioned by 18.5%, scoring lower than 
services like clinics, housing, water and roads. 
 
Table 1.11.3 : Three most important services to your community by district – Percentage of 
cases (Q3.3 by A1) (District Level Weights)  
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% % % % % % % % % 
Public telephones 12.5 10.7 9.8 7.7 6.0 1.9 6.7 22.4 7.8 
Postal deliveries 4.6 6.5 2.2 4.6 3.8 .8 3.0 4.1 3.0 
A Post office 9.9 9.5 2.7 2.2 2.7 .9 2.3 16.4 3.9 
Police services 35.9 19.7 14.7 19.7 22.6 5.9 10.5 19.6 17.5 
Hospitals 23.9 20.3 9.2 10.6 8.8 3.3 9.7 38.3 11.4 
Clinics 12.9 23.6 22.9 22.3 35.3 23.3 39.6 21.5 23.3 
Ambulance 
services 13.9 10.8 3.7 3.6 4.3 2.6 3.2 18.7 5.7 

A Fire department 8.4 5.9 4.1 1.8 2.3 1.5 1.3 9.6 3.8 
New low cost 
housing or RDP 
housing 

13.1 18.0 19.3 24.3 19.0 40.9 28.4 4.1 24.3 

Pension payout 
points 4.3 7.1 5.2 5.2 4.0 3.6 5.4 .0 4.7 

Water supply 18.2 18.4 18.0 20.7 16.1 50.0 21.8 15.0 25.7 
Electricity supply 17.7 15.0 14.4 11.9 14.4 28.4 22.9 12.3 18.5 
Street lighting 16.3 20.0 13.4 14.3 14.1 11.3 7.7 2.7 13.5 
Good road surface 11.4 20.3 36.6 40.0 39.1 31.1 33.8 30.7 30.3 
Enough roads 4.3 7.8 7.5 6.5 14.3 8.8 14.9 2.7 8.1 
Storm water 
drains 9.8 6.6 4.8 4.7 5.0 .7 .9 1.4 4.5 

Sign posting of 
roads 2.5 4.8 1.4 1.5 1.0 .8 .3 1.4 1.6 

Pavements 3.4 2.3 3.3 3.2 2.4 .5 .3 4.1 2.3 
Parks or 
recreational open 
spaces 

6.7 7.3 5.8 3.4 2.1 .6 .6 2.7 4.0 

Sports facilities 4.0 2.5 5.2 7.1 3.8 2.4 2.3 1.4 4.1 
Libraries 6.4 2.2 10.3 3.5 3.8 1.7 4.9 1.4 5.5 
Public schools 7.0 5.5 14.2 16.8 15.3 8.8 13.6 7.8 11.5 
Community halls 3.9 5.7 13.2 6.4 11.9 9.4 10.8 5.9 9.1 
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Bus transport 4.7 4.4 8.9 5.4 11.8 3.5 8.0 25.1 6.4 
Mini bus taxis 3.3 8.2 5.6 7.0 3.3 1.7 2.2 8.7 4.3 
Refuse removal 11.3 14.8 5.3 4.8 3.2 2.1 1.7 2.7 5.8 
Sanitation or 
sewerage service 10.5 8.5 22.3 19.2 11.6 40.9 24.1 2.7 22.6 

Crèches 2.0 .7 4.5 3.1 8.1 5.1 9.5 1.4 4.4 
Connectivity to 
internet 3.2 2.6 1.1 1.5 2.0 .2 .5 .0 1.4 

Government 
information 8.4 2.0 1.4 8.6 2.0 1.3 .9 2.7 3.5 

Cellular phone 
coverage .5 .6 .8 2.0 1.9 .4 3.0 11.0 1.0 

Cemeteries .9 .6 .6 .9 .4 .5 .7 .0 0.6 
Tertiary education 
facilities 3.7 6.8 6.4 5.3 2.7 4.6 4.2 1.4 5.1 

Total amount of 
people 263137 100366 421744 189197 85231 341650 124087 2014 1527426 

 
Free basic electricity is accessible to 41.6% of the households in the Eastern Cape. Access 
levels are highest in Chris Hani (55.4%) and lowest in ECDMA10 (4.1%) and Alfred Nzo 
(24.9%). 
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Table 1.11.4 : Access to services by district (Q3.4A by A1) (District level weights) 
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ACTUAL ACCESS TO 
SERVICES 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

% 
‘YES’ 

 Easy access to Police services 86.7 78.0 54.0 51.2 43.5 51.2 30.5 35.1 57.7 

Access road in good condition  77.5 40.5 36.3 27.5 20.5 28.0 14.3 6.9 38.0 

Hospital  79.5 48.0 40.5 39.9 32.2 39.9 20.8 6.4 45.4 

Clinic  88.7 94.8 70.8 77.7 46.5 61.4 35.3 62.1 70.0 

Ambulance  78.4 55.2 32.7 47.1 30.1 38.9 23.4 20.2 44.3 

Family planning services  76.4 66.5 36.3 55.1 24.8 25.2 19.0 21.9 43.0 

Fire Department  74.3 41.4 14.2 19.1 6.0 6.4 5.1 1.4 24.0 

Housing subsidy  35.7 32.2 9.4 13.9 11.2 1.4 .7 10.9 13.6 

New Low Cost Housing / RDP   44.7 54.2 12.6 23.4 18.7 3.1 3.0 27.8 19.7 

Free Basic Water  57.0 46.4 50.8 53.3 49.9 20.8 39.3 58.4 44.2 

Storm water drains  45.0 38.3 21.4 11.3 16.4 11.4 16.1 26.5 22.4 

Basic on-site sanitation  78.0 58.6 20.4 24.9 28.7 9.3 4.8 57.6 30.1 

On-site refuse removal  88.9 86.0 30.4 30.2 29.4 5.9 3.4 52.5 36.4 

Free Basic Electricity  48.5 31.8 46.6 55.4 31.9 33.9 24.9 4.1 41.6 

Parks or recreational open 
space 59.8 21.2 7.5 12.0 8.8 2.0 1.3  16.3 

Sports facilities  59.4 43.7 15.7 20.7 12.4 3.7 2.5 9.6 21.7 

Libraries  66.7 62.4 12.8 25.6 10.9 2.5 3.5 29.2 23.8 
Public schools – Primary  
schools  94.3 88.2 83.9 96.3 76.2 85.4 83.2 69.9 87.3 

Public schools – Junior 
Secondary  81.5 54.7 72.5 94.5 73.1 83.6 73.7 22.3 78.2 

Public schools – Senior 
Secondary  81.9 66.5 68.3 63.5 36.8 55.8 42.9 12.3 63.2 

Crèches  84.1 73.3 50.9 63.4 46.7 57.7 45.7 36.0 60.5 

Bus transport  85.1 14.3 13.5 24.7 11.9 16.4 41.2  30.0 

Mini bus taxis  90.1 83.6 59.6 61.4 51.0 52.5 42.1  63.1 
Telephone lines/Cellular 
coverage  81.7 77.5 59.2 59.3 41.7 53.6 34.9 75.8 60.1 

Government information  43.3 43.6 13.9 18.0 12.3 2.8 17.9 20.5 19.2 

Connectivity to internet  21.2 13.8 5.6 9.3 1.6 .5 .7 7.8 7.5 

Tertiary Education Facilities  44.4 10.8 15.8 11.0 .8 7.3 2.9  16.0 
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Respondents who reported having access to electricity, and who had used it, were asked to 
rate the accessibility of free basic electricity. Overall, 13.1% said the accessiblity was very 
good, and a further 53.8% rated the accessibility as good. Another 26.8% said the 
accessibility was reasonable. This means a total of more than 93% of the users of free basic 
electricity said that the accessibility was reasonable, good or very good. 

Accessibility to free basic electricity was rated as very good by 32.7% of 
households (using the service) in Alfred Nzo, compared to only 5% in Amathole. 

When combining the ratings of good and very good, Nelson Mandela Metro and 
Chris Hani score highest (74.2% and 75% respectively rate the accessibility of free basic 
electricity as good or very good), and only 44.3% of households in Ukhahlamba rate the 
accessibility of free basic electricity as good or very good. 
 
Figure 1.11.1: Rating of accessibility of free basic electricity by district (Q3.4.14D by A1) 

 
The users of free basic electricity were also asked to rate the quality of the service. Overall, 
11.7% rated the quality as very good, another 53% rated the service as good, and a further 
26.3% said the quality of the service was reasonable. 
Interestingly, a large percentage (29%) of households in Alfred Nzo gave a rating of ‘very 
good’ to the free basic electricity). There is a strong possibility that this is related to the 
low level of service in this area, as only 24.9% of household have access to free basic 
electricity. These households are more likely to be satisfied with the quality of the service, 
because they are very aware that many people in their area do not have electricity. 

If one combines the good and very good categories, Nelson Mandela Metro has 
76% positive ratings. By contrast, only 58% of households in Amathole have this rating for 
free basic electricity. 
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Figure 1.11.2: Rating of quality of free basic electricity by district (Q3.4.14E by A1) 

 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate the main source of energy used for cooking purposes. 
In the whole province, 39.2% used electricity for cooking and 31.1% used paraffin. Wood 
was used by 24.3% of households. The remainder of the households used alternative 
sources of energy like gas, solar energy or dung. 

The use of electricity for cooking purposes was highest in Nelson Mandela Metro 
(77.4%) followed by Cacadu (66.4%). Households in OR Tambo and Alfred Nzo were 
least likely to use electricity (15.6% and 15.7% respectively). 

The most used alternative to electricity for cooking is paraffin. In Ukhahlamba, 
46.2% of households use paraffin, followed by 37.1% in Amathole.  

Wood is also used as a common source of energy for cooking. Nearly half of all 
households in OR Tambo use wood for cooking purposes, and 44.2% of households in 
Alfred Nzo use wood. The use of wood is probably higher in these districts due to the 
relatively high cost of paraffin as a source of energy, and it may also indicate the limited 
availability in these areas. 
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Figure 1.11.3: Type of energy most used for cooking by district (Q4.13 by A1) 

 
 
Electricity is much more widely used for lighting purposes, as more than two-thirds of the 
households use this source of energy for lighting. The main alternative is candles (17.9%) 
and paraffin (13.7%). The use of electricity for lighting reflects to a large extent the 
distribution of electricity supply, as most households who have access to electricity will 
use it for lighting purposes.  

Candles are not a desirable source of light due to safety considerations, yet more 
than half of the residents in Alfred Nzo rely on this source of energy for lighting.  
 
Figure 1.11.4: Type of energy most used for lighting by district (Q4.14.2 by A1) 
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Most of the households who have electricity make use of the pre-paid card system (59.8%), 
and only 8.8% have access to conventional meters. Overall, just over 30% of households 
have no electricity supply in their household. 

The level of access to electricity (prepaid and card) is highest in Nelson Mandela 
Metro, where 88.9% have electricity in their houses. Alfred Nzo has the lowest level of 
electricity (just over 40%). It must be noted that some households in the survey use 
electricity for cooking and lighting purposes, but say that they don’t have electricity in the 
dwelling. It is most likely that these households use electricity through their neighbours, or 
use batteries for lighting purposes. 
 
Figure 1.11.5: Type of electricity supply by district (Q4.15 by A1) 

  
If one looks at the type of electricity supply by housing type, it is clear that the highest 
percentage of households without electricity are informal dwellings (not in backyard), 
where 73.3% do not have electricity. Informal dwellings in the backyard of a formal house 
often have access to electricity, either through conventional meters or through prepaid card 
systems. In traditional housing, 45.8% of households have no electricity.  

Surprisingly, if one looks at formal housing types, there is still about 8% of formal 
households who do not have electricity.  
 
Table 1.11.5: Type of electricity supply by housing type (Q4.15 by Q2.1) 

Type of electricity supply by housing type 
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Response % % % % % 
House or formal structure on a separate stand or yard 19.2 73.4 .2 7.2 100.0 

Flat in a block of flats 23.1 69.2 .5 7.2 100.0 
Town/cluster/semi-detached house - simplex/duplex or 
triplex 19.8 71.9   8.3 100.0 

Room/flatlet in main dwelling 14.1 55.0 .8 30.1 100.0 

House/flat/room, in backyard 16.3 56.7   27.0 100.0 
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Informal dwelling/shack, NOT in backyard .5 25.9 .3 73.3 100.0 
Informal dwelling/shack, in the backyard of a formal 
house 7.2 55.8   37.0 100.0 

Traditional dwelling/hut/structure of traditional materials 1.1 52.7 .4 45.8 100.0 

TOTAL 8.8 59.8 .3 31.1 100.0 
 
Looking at the differences between rural and urban areas, it is clear that the level of access 
to electricity is much higher in urban areas, where only 14.9% of households have no 
electricity, as opposed to rural areas where 44.8% have no electricity. The conventional 
meters are most common in urban areas (17.6%). 
 
Table 1.11.6: Type of electricity supply by area type (Q4.15 by rural/urban) 

Type of electricity supply by area type 
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Response % % % % % 
Urban 17.6 67.3 .2 14.9 100.0 

Rural 1.4 53.4 .4 44.8 100.0 

TOTAL 8.8 59.8 .3 31.1 100.0 
 
 
Households with an income of less than R1500/month are more likely not to have access to 
electricity (37.7% have no electricity).  
 
Table 1.11.7: Type of electricity supply by household income category (Q4.15 by Q2.11 
recoded) 

Type of electricity supply by household income recoded 
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Response % % % % % 
Income less than R1500/month 3.8 58.2 .2 37.7 100.0 

Income more than R1500/month 14.9 64.1 .5 20.5 100.0 

TOTAL* 7.6 60.2 .3 31.9 100.0 
* please note: total percentages are not the same as other tables due to the number of non-responses in the income 
question 
 
About half of the all households indicated that they had not always been able to pay for 
water and electricity in the past 12 months. The percentage of households who were not 
always able to pay for water and electricity was highest in Alfred Nzo (60.6%) and lowest 
in ECDMA10 (34.6%).  
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Table 1.11.8: In the last 12 months, has this household ALWAYS been able to pay for water 
and electricity by district (2.8.3 by A1) 

  Yes 
% 

No 
% 

Total 
% 

ECDMA10 65.4 34.6 100 
Alfred Nzo 39.4 60.6 100 
O.R Tambo 42.9 57.1 100 
Ukhahlamba 48.6 51.4 100 
Chris Hani 47.9 52.1 100 
Amathole DC 49.7 50.3 100 
Cacadu DC 58.2 41.8 100 
Nelson Mandela Municipality 61.9 38.1 100 
TOTAL 49.7 50.3 100 
 
A better way of looking at the affordability issue with regard to electricity is to ask people 
who have access to electricity to indicate whether they had to go without electricity due to 
their inability to pay for it? Of all the households with electricity supply, 48.7% had gone 
without electricity at some point in the past 12 months because they were unable to pay for 
it (43.9% sometimes, and 4.6% often). This percentage was highest in OR Tambo (64.2%) 
and Amathole (58.8%). 
 
Table 1.11.9: Whether household has gone without electricity in the last 12 months because of 
inability to pay by district (Q4.18 by A1) (District level weights) 

 
In households with an income of less than R1500 per month, the percentage of households 
who had gone without electricity was more than 60%, compared to higher income 
households, where only 35.8% had to go without electricity at some point in the past 12 
months. 
 
Table 1.11.10: Whether household has gone without electricity in the last 12 months because 
of inability to pay by household income 

Whether household has gone 
without electricity in the last 12 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 

Never 69.3 65.7 41.2 56.5 50.6 35.8 49.0 81.3 51.5 

Sometimes 26.7 29.8 54.9 40.5 47.8 55.7 45.4 14.0 43.9 

Often 4.1 4.6 3.9 2.9 1.6 8.5 5.6 4.7 4.6 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Whether household has gone without electricity in 
the last 12 months because of inability to pay by 

household income 
Never Sometimes Often Total 

Response % % % % 
Income less than R1500/month 40.6 53.2 6.2 100.0 

Income more than R1500/month 64.1 33.3 2.5 100.0 
TOTAL 49.9 45.3 4.8 100.0 
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As can be expected, the expenditure of households on electricity is almost directly related 
to the household income. The average expenditure on electricity is R104/month, from an 
average household income of R1756/month. This means that, on average, households 
spend almost 6% of their income on electricity. 

In the areas with the lowest average income (R1240/month, Alfred Nzo), the 
average amount spent on electricity is R72/month. In the areas with the highest income 
(R2438/month, Nelson Mandela Metro, and R2648, ECMDA10), the expenditure on 
electricity is R155 and R248 respectively (please note that the sample size for ECDMA10 
is relatively small, which may give rise to skewed results). 
 
Figure 1.11.6: Expenditure on electricity in relation to household income by district (Q4.16 
and Q2.11 by A1) 

 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate how much money was spent on a monthly basis on 
electricity. If one calculates whether this amount is more or less than 30% of the household 
income, one can see that 5.9% of households claim that they spend more than 30% of their 
income on electricity. However, it must be noted that in some cases, the amount spent on 
electricity was very high in relation to the household income, and no explanation was 
given for this. This could possibly relate to outstanding accounts. 
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Table 1.11.11: Spending on electricity in relation to household income by district 

 
Respondents were asked if they use electricity every day for cooking, lighting, cleaning, 
heating water and for TV/Radio. Overall, only 50.7% could afford to use electricity every 
day for cooking, compared to 93.6% who could afford to use electricity on a daily basis for 
lighting. A third of households could afford electricity daily for cleaning, and just over half 
of the households could afford to use electricity daily for heating.  

It is interesting to note that in the districts where less households can afford the use 
of electricity for cooking, cleaning and heating water, the rates of affordability for lighting 
remain high (more than 90% can afford electricity for lighting every day, in all districts 
except Cacadu). Even in the poorer district municipalities like OR Tambo and Alfred Nzo, 
residents can afford to use electricity on a daily basis for lighting and TV/Radio. 
 
Table 1.11.12: Respondent can afford to use electricity every day for .... by district 

 
The quality of the service depends to a large extent on the continuity of the electricity 
supply. Respondents with electricity were asked about the frequency of interruptions in the 
electricity supply at their homes. Interruptions happened sometimes in 71.1% of the 
homes, and often in 6.8% of the homes. Only 22.1% said they had not experienced any 
interruptions in electricity supply in the past 12 months. 

Very frequent interruptions take place in 24.3% of households in ECDMA10 and 
14.9% of households in OR Tambo. By contrast, only 2.4% of households in Nelson 
Mandela Metro often have interruptions of the electricity supply. The districts with the 
highest number of households where no interruptions take place are Nelson Mandela Metro 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 
Spending more than 30% 
of income on electricity 8.4 7.1 6.2 6.8 5.8 2.2 3.2 4.7 5.9 

Spending less than 30% 
of income on electricity 91.6 92.9 93.8 93.2 94.2 97.8 96.8 95.3 94.1 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 

Cooking 70.8 65.2 45.9 42.2 47.3 34.1 46.4 78.2 50.7 

Lighting 95.0 83.0 93.7 96.2 91.8 93.8 98.0 95.3 93.6 

Cleaning 60.7 59.8 24.0 22.8 16.8 19.6 9.9 63.3 33.2 

Heating water 75.1 67.4 53.0 51.7 49.4 36.2 49.7 64.9 55.8 

TV/Radio 91.9 78.0 77.3 78.6 70.0 75.9 89.0 93.0 80.7 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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(38.8% with no interruptions) and Cacadu (38.9%). Only 4.7% of households in OR 
Tambo say that their electricity supply has not been interrupted in the past 12 months. 
 
Table 1.11.13: Frequency of electricity supply being interrupted at home during the past 12 
months by district (Q4.19 by A1) (District level weights) 

 
When the electricity supply is interrupted, it is mostly fixed within one week (95%). Only 
in very few cases, the interruptions take up to a month to fix. This percentage is highest 
(6.6%) in OR Tambo, and lowest in Cacadu (0.7%). 
  
Table 1.11.14: Duration of repairing electricity supply by district (Q4.19.2 by A1) 

 
Of all the respondents (with or without electricity), one in four is aware of local 
community organisations that assist households in the area to obtain access to electricity. 
The level of awareness is highest in Nelson Mandela Metro (35.2%), OR Tambo (39.1%) 
and Alfred Nzo (33%). The lowest level of awareness of these kind of organizations is in 
Amathole (15%) and Chris Hani (12.4%). 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 

Never 38.8 38.9 14.2 21.6 24.7 4.7 23.9 18.7 22.1 

Sometimes 58.9 55.8 78.7 72.2 71.0 80.5 71.3 57.0 71.1 

Often 2.4 5.4 7.0 6.2 4.3 14.9 4.8 24.3 6.8 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 

Less than a week 97.3 99.3 94.4 94.8 95.2 92.7 95.1 100.0 95.0 

Less than 1 month 1.8 .7 4.6 4.9 3.3 6.6 4.2   4.2 

Less than 6 months .6   .6 .4 .3 .4     .5 

Longer .3   .4   1.2 .2 .7   .3 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Table 1.11.15: Respondent is aware of local community organizations that assist households 
in the area to obtain access to electricity (Q4.21.3 by A1) 

 
Table 1.11.16: Access and quality of free basic electricity by local municipality 
* Quality rating only given by those households who had made use of the service 

Access Quality*  

 
% Yes % No % Reasonable or 

good 
% Bad or very 

bad 
Camdeboo Local 
Municipality 70.7 29.3 97.0 3.0 

Blue Crane Route 
Local Municipality 63.6 36.4 100.0   

Ikwezi Local 
Municipality 41.0 59.0 100.0   

Makana Local 
Municipality 13.0 87.0 100.0   

Ndlambe Local 
Municipality 8.8 91.2 100.0   

Sunday's River 
Valley Local 
Municipality 

59.5 40.5 100.0   

Baviaans Local 
Municipality 36.5 63.5 100.0   

Kouga Local 
Municipality 19.4 80.6 97.0 3.0 

DC
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Kou-Kamma Local 
Municipality 6.0 94.0 100.0   

Mbhashe Local 
Municipality 51.2 48.8 55.0 45.0 

Mnquma Local 
Municipality 19.4 80.6 76.7 23.3 

Great Kei Local 
Municipality 46.0 54.0 97.9 2.1 

Amahlati Local 
Municipality 48.3 51.7 98.3 1.7 

Buffalo City Local 
Municipality 45.9 54.1 94.9 5.1 

Ngqushwa Local 
Municipality 68.6 31.4 100.0   

Nkonkobe Local 
Municipality 61.0 39.0 98.5 1.5 
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Nxuba Local 
Municipality 75.6 24.4 86.5 13.5 

D C 1 3 :  C h r i s  H a n i 

Inxuba Yethemba 52.8 47.2 97.7 2.3 
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Response % % % % % % % % % 

Yes 35.2 19.5 15.0 12.4 26.0 39.1 33.0 10.0 25.9 

No 64.8 80.5 85.0 87.6 74.0 60.9 67.0 90.0 74.1 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Local Municipality 
Tsolwana Local 
Municipality 36.1 63.9 94.2 5.8 

Inkwanca Local 
Municipality 42.3 57.7 95.9 4.1 

Lukhanji Local 
Municipality 73.0 27.0 97.8 2.2 

Intsika Yethu Local 
Municipality 43.3 56.7 89.3 10.7 

Emalahleni (EC) 
lLocal Municipality 59.2 40.8 100.0   

Engcobo Local 
Municipality 49.2 50.8 92.6 7.4 

Sakhisizwe Local 
Municipality 66.1 33.9 90.8 9.2 

Elundini Local 
Municipality 20.9 79.1 94.9 5.1 

Senqu Local 
Municipality 24.5 75.2 91.1 7.6 

Maletswai Local 
Municipality 53.0 47.0 95.3 4.7 

DC
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ba
 

Gariep Local 
Municipality 68.4 31.6 92.0 8.0 

Mbizana Local 
Municipality 35.2 64.8 65.5 34.5 

Ntabankulu Local 
Municipality 8.5 91.5 100.0   

Qaukeni Local 
Municipality 34.3 65.7 63.3 36.7 

Port St Johns Local 
Municipality 41.2 58.8 72.5 27.5 

Nyandeni Local 
Municipality 51.8 48.2 95.7 4.3 

Mhlontlo Local 
Municipality 22.4 77.6 97.3 2.7 

DC
15

: O
R 
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m

bo
 

King Sabata 
Dalindyebo 32.1 67.9 89.4 10.6 

Umzimkhulu Local 
Municipality 33.3 66.7 93.5 6.5 

DC
44

 

Umzimvubu Local 
Municipality 20.5 79.5 98.4 1.6 

 ECDMA10 4.1 95.9   
 Nelson Mandela 

Municipality 48.5 51.5 98.2 1.8 

 Total 41.6 58.4 91.0 8.9 
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1.12 Summary of Main Findings of Rapid Assessment Household 
 Survey for Energy Provision 
 
1.12.1     Urban and Rural Access 

• 45% of rural households in the province do not have access to electricity, while 
15% of urban households do not have access to electricity. The majority of the 
latter are located in informal settlements. 

• 89% of households in NMM have access to electricity, compared to just over 
40% of households in Alfred Nzo. 

• 67% of the 85% of urban households with electricity used prepaid meters, while 
17% still used conventional meters. In rural areas, prepayment meters were 
universally used where households had access to electricity. 

• 73% of informal settlement residents do not have access to electricity because 
the policy in most municipalities has been that electrical connections should be 
extended to informal settlements. 

• There are still 8% of formal houses in the province that still do not have access 
to electricity. 

 
1.12.2      Is electricity important? 

• More than half of the households in the province regarded access to electricity 
as one of the three most important services received. 

• Households in the Western third of the province (NMM and Cacadu) gave the 
highest priority to electricity. 

• Despite the importance of electricity for households, it was seen to be slightly 
less important as a community service, falling behind clinics, housing, water 
and roads. 

 
1.12.3      Fuels Use in Households 

• In the province, 31% of households used electricity for cooking, 31% used 
paraffin and 24% used wood 

• Over 75% of households in NMM used electricity for cooking, compared to the 
15% in OR Tambo and Alfred Nzo, where wood was used by more than 50% of 
households as the main fuel for cooking 

• In the central parts of the province, there was a surprisingly heavy reliance on 
paraffin for cooking with 46.2% use in Ukhahlamba and 37% in Amathole. 

 
1.12.4      Quality of Service 

• Interruptions in service occurred sometimes in 71% of households, and often in 
only 7% of households with electricity 

 
1.12.5      Affordability  

• Affordability can be measured in many ways, if one is to discover how often 
households are without access to electricity. The survey showed that 48% of 
households had gone without electricity in the past 12 months, meaning that 
they had problems paying for electricity 

• It was also demonstrated that those who could not afford electricity were 
mainly in households earning less than R1500 a month. 

• Expenditure on electricity varied across the region. Households in NMM spend 
about R150 a month on electricity, while the average for OR Tambo was only 
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R66 a month. The average rates paid in other municipalities fell between these 
two figures; 

• Only about 6% of households spent more than 30% of their income on 
electricity, but only 50% of households said that they could afford to use 
electricity for cooking everyday   

 
1.12.6      Free Basic Electricity 

• Free basic electricity was reported to be available in 41% of households and 
there was high levels of approval for this policy in Alfred Nzo    
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ON and OFF THE GRID: ENERGY PROVISION 
 

SECTION THREE 
 

1.13 Diagnostics and Recommendations 
 
1.13.1 Electrification and Multiple Fuel Use 

The 1998 Energy White Paper also lamented the fact that due to the general service 
backlogs during the Apartheid era, the majority of people in the country still did not 
enjoy the benefits of electricity. The Energy White Paper policy took direction 
from the RDP which stated that: 

Although energy is a basic need and a vital input into the informal sector, the vast 
majority of South African households and entrepreneurs depend on inferior and 
expensive fuels. Rural women in particular face a heavy burden collecting wood, 
which is an inefficient and unhealthy fuel. Coal, where it is available, is cheap but 
results in severe health problems, an underpaid workforce and the failure to assess 
and internalise environmental costs. Although Eskom has excess generating 
capacity, only 36 per cent of South African households have access to electricity, 
leaving more than three million households unelectrified. Furthermore, some 19 
000 black schools (86 per cent) and around 4 000 clinics are currently without 
electricity. Little attention has been paid to utilizing sustainable energy sources 
such as solar power … 

Past South African energy policies concentrated on achieving energy self-
sufficiency at enormous cost, but seriously neglected the household sector. Future 
energy policy must concentrate on the provision of energy services to meet the 
basic needs of poor households, stimulate productive capacity and urgently meet 
the energy needs associated with community services such as schools, clinics and 
water supplies4. 

The focus of energy policy was on the household sector and the inequalities 
that existed in terms of access to electricity services. In accordance with the RDP, 
the country began to roll out an accelerated household electrification programme in 
the early nineties. The aim was to connect 2 500 000 more people to grid electricity 
between 1994 and 2000, thereby radically increasing the level of access to 
electricity to about 70 per cent of all households (double the 1994 number).5 By the 
end of 2000, Eskom had electrified 2 006 773 additional homes, overshooting its 
target. 

The assumption that informed investment in electricity provision was that 
once people were given access to electricity they would use it intensively because it 
was so obviously superior to the traditional fuels on which many rural households 
still relied. The concept of a fuel transition, where households moved from 
traditional fuels to modern fuels like electricity, loomed large in the policy debate. 
The only reason the policy makers could posit for resistance to electricity use was 
cost. The 1998 White Paper, thus, suggests that limited affordability or poverty is 
the main reason the poor make use of fuels other than electricity. Yet the same 
document notes that, although about 50% of households in South Africa had access 

                                                
4 The Reconstruction and Development Programme, ANC, 1994 
5 Energy sustainability for South Africa’s poor, (Clark & Drimie, HSRC, 2002) 
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to electricity in 1995, this energy source contributed only 17% of household energy 
consumption. 

In most of the newly electrified households, we found that electricity was 
mainly used for lighting and entertainment appliances. In the poorer households, 
electricity use was very often restricted to lighting only, while in wealthier 
households it was used for a wider range of domestic fuel use activities. In 
electrified households generally, we encountered diverse cultures of multiple fuel-
use, predicted on the use of different kinds of fuels for different kinds of activities. 
In these homes, certain kinds of meals were cooked with specific combinations of 
fuels, even the same meal could be cooked on a variety of different fuels and 
appliances. The introduction of electrical appliances into paraffin-based cooking 
routines was usually designed to speed up the process.  

People’s perception of paraffin was that it was a good fuel for cooking, but 
a slow one. When time was of the essence, women with access to other fuels, such 
as gas and electricity, would tend to cook parts of the meal, like the relish that was 
served with samp or stiff porridge, on an electric or gas stove to ensure that the 
samp did not get cold while the relish was cooking. This technique would often 
reduce from two to one the number of paraffin stoves used within the households at 
mealtimes. The substitution of rice for samp in some households did, however, lead 
to the more frequent use of electrical stoves. The same type of switching was 
observed with the use of entertainment appliances. As individuals, especially youth, 
moved between socialising in the street and in the home, they would exchange the 
electrical cables on their radios or high-fi equipment for batteries. Domestic fuel 
use strategies comprised a kind of ‘collage’ of fuels and appliances put together in 
flexible ways to achieve specific social and economic ends. 

The policy maker’s assumptions of the mid-1990s about a quick and easy 
transition from wood fuel and paraffin to electricity have not materialised, despite 
the significant extension of the electricity grid across many new parts of the Eastern 
Cape over the past decade. The problem for policy makers has been that the people 
of this province prefer to be multiple fuel users, making use of wood, paraffin, and 
electricity. This makes it difficult for the state to recover costs on investments in 
grid extensions in rural areas. The idea of taking power Eskom lines to every 
village in the province has long since faded, as households have continued to use 
electricity sparingly. The prevalence of multiple fuel use strategies is clearly 
evident from the survey results presented above. 

 
Policy Implications: it seems clear that there is more going on in the household 
energy sector than ‘a fuel transition’ to electricity. This is certainly occurring, but 
not with the passion and purpose many presumed. This means that many poor 
households still make extensive use of what is usually pejoratively called 
‘traditional fuels’, meaning wood, paraffin, dung, and even gas (also called an 
intermediate fuels in some versions of the fuel transition policy). This needs to be 
recognised by municipalities and provincial officials, who need to make more effort 
to ensure that paraffin and other fuels are readily available to poor households and 
that mechanisms are in place for their safe use. 
Recommendations: State policies should as far as possible encourage and promote 
the diversification of fuel use options for low income households. Heavy 
dependence on single fuels, as we have seen with paraffin above, tends to restrict 
people choices and serve to entrench conservative domestic ideologies and 
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divisions of labour which limit the capacity of poor people to change their lives. 
Mono-fuel cultures tend to be rigid, inefficient and conservative. Energy policies 
must allow poor people to make choices, express creativity, innovation and 
entrepreneurship. 

 
1.13.2 Fuel Use, Safety and Informal Settlements  

This report has also noted that the policy adopted towards energy use in informal 
settlements has been problematic. Municipal officials in the province had adopted a 
policy of denying informal settlement residents access to electricity. The policy was 
based on the assumption that informal settlements were comprised of temporary 
structures and dwellings and therefore, permanent investment in providing a 
electricity grid in these areas could not be supported. Moreover, the housing policy 
in the first decade of democracy has favoured the relocation of shack dwellers to 
new Greenfield sites, over the upgrading of existing settlement. Fortunately, the 
new BNG housing policy framework has changed this approach and this might 
hopefully lead to new attitudes towards energy options in informal settlements. 

Over the past decade, we noted that the high density township of Duncan 
Village has been ravaged by persistent residential fires. We discovered that 
residential fires break out, on average, once every ten days in Duncan Village and 
can destroy anything between one and 200 dwellings in their wake. The main 
causes of these fires in the area were the exceptionally high residential densities, 
which exceed 3000 per hectare in places, the use of mainly wood which is highly 
inflammable in shack construction, and the heavy reliance on paraffin as the chief 
domestic fuel. Over 90% of households in the township used paraffin. The human 
tragedy of fires in informal settlements is immense and these fires tend to pick on 
the poorest of the poor by destroying their homes and claiming their possessions, 
leaving them with nothing more than the clothes on their backs and the money in 
their pockets. The urban poor have no way of replacing what they have lost and, as 
a result, are heavily dependent on assistance received from welfare organisations 
and businesses in the city in trying to rebuild their lives after fires. We also found 
that one of the main contributing factors to shack fires was the poor quality of 
paraffin appliances sold on the market, but not subject to SABS approval. 

Recommendation: Serious attention should be given to monitoring the quality of 
paraffin appliances in low-income neighbourhoods. The poor quality of appliances 
and their erratic performance does not engender a culture of care and appliance 
maintenance. The belief among women that the current generation of paraffin 
appliances are so poorly made that they are not worth maintaining encourages 
unsafe use. This, combined with a reluctance among poorer households to replace 
paraffin appliances when they malfunction, has resulted in dangerous and 
inefficient appliance use. There is an urgent need for the state to outlaw sub-
standard paraffin appliances, especially in shack areas. 
Recommendation: Municipalities and the provincial government should recognise 
that residential fires in informal settlements are a problem caused by structural 
inadequacies in state urbanisation planning and that the losses incurred by 
households are at least partly the state’s responsibility. The responsibility of the 
state in relation to these disasters should not end when the fire is extinguished. 
Rules, regulations and routines need to be devised to deal with shack fires and their 
social and economic consequences. To reduce cost and limit the destructive 
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potential of fire, we would recommend that men and women in high risk areas be 
given training in fire prevention and control. 
 

1.13.3 House Designs and Thermal Performance 
In Energy policy documents, the question of energy efficiency is prioritised. These 
documents express concern about the costs of inefficient energy use and 
management to both the state and poor households. In the household sector two 
main issues are raised. The first is the question of thermal performance. Here, the 
policy makers connect household energy wastage with the thermal performance of 
low-cost housing. Poor thermal performance of both shack and formal houses 
increased household energy expenditure, especially during the colder winter 
months between May to September. Our interviews revealed that thermal 
performance was not prioritised by households and did not feature prominently in 
the delivery of low cost housing. 

Recommendation: Pro-poor housing delivery should be cognizant of the role that 
reduced domestic energy use can make to household budgets. Local municipalities 
and developers should be investigating more thermal efficient houses for delivery 
in the low cost segment of the market.  
 

1.13.4 Restructuring of Supply: REDS 
As discussed in more detail earlier in the report, in terms of electricity restructuring 
the government has proposed to restructure the supply side of the industry with the 
formation of a number of regional electricity distributions entities (REDS). The 
concern for the Eastern Cape is that the REDS entity created to serve the province 
will be considerably weaker and more marginal than the entities created in the 
bigger centres. There is a risk that the restructuring process will re-entrench a 
spatial and economic divide between those provinces with more competitive urban 
centres and those without. As highlighted by Grinker (2006), it would appear that 
some of the issues raised in the ‘balanced scorecard assessment’ will be especially 
strongly felt in the Eastern Cape (see Table 10.7).  
Recommendation: provincial and local government authorities need to be aware 
of the potential negative impact of the REDS on the cost, efficiency and 
sustainability of electricity supply in the province. An in-depth debate on the 
potential dangers of the provinces energy needs being further marginalized through 
the introduction of REDS  
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1.13.5 Cost Recovery and Citizenship 
 

There can be no sustainable development unless affordability dominates the 
thinking of municipal authorities. There can be no transformation in South African 
when millions of households remain ensnared in a debt trap from which they 
cannot possibly escape (John Pape 2002: 184).  

The issue of disconnections and cost recovery present major challenges for 
local government which is responsible for managing electricity supply to urban and 
rural communities. Some of the issues that have emerged from our detailed report 
include the following: 

• That cost recovery strategies have soured relationships between local 
government and citizens 

• The transformation of citizens into customers has meant that the fragile balance 
between rights and responsibilities, implied in democratic citizenship, has been 
broken. The state wants its money and residents what their service, and through 
the commodification of energy provision, the concept of working together for a 
sustainable future falls has fallen by the wayside. 

• Current models make it difficult for the state to call on citizens to use energy 
sparingly, to conserve energy, for the public good and to use local resources 
responsibly. 

• Greater community involvement in energy planning and provision is a critical 
challenge for the future in both urban and rural communities. 

Recommendation: the implication of transforming citizens into customers needs to 
be reviewed. Local and provincial government has reneged on its commitment to 
the development of participatory and inclusive processes in favour of quick fix 
pacts that increase the rate of delivery, but do not necessarily keep communities on 
board. This needs to be reviewed if more sustainable solutions are to be found in 
future. 

 
1.13.6 Free Electricity 

As discussed earlier, the concept of free policy was introduced in 2001 and is a 
variation of the block policy, where 6 kilolitres of water and 50kwt of electricity 
are provided free of charge on a monthly basis per household. Evidence suggests 
that it has mainly been applied in the main urban centres in the province but has not 
yet reached the majority of poor households in rural areas, due to the lack of 
electricity supply. This is an issue which needs to be addressed. 

Secondly, the concept of free basic electricity provision undermines 
multiple fuel use strategies, which has been argued, is a positive feature of energy 
use in the province.  
Recommendation: poverty levels are high in the Eastern Cape and the use of the 
free basic service provision and associated indigent policies remain crucial 
instruments to extend access to energy services, especially electricity. Every effort 
needs to be made to ensure that this process occurs in an equitable manner and 
that it does not only benefit those located in urban areas. 
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