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Averting Day Zero through 
Collaboration and Communication
in Cape Town

Cape Town was poised to 
become the first major world 
city to run out of water

Day Zero warning

Panic !

People felt 
alienated

The city approach was 
to take charge with 
little collaboration

City TURNAROUND: From 
control to collaboration

Communication and information

Poor areas were already water scarce and 
now at extreme risk

Collaboration

Impact

We have learned

Cape Town is a water scarce city with a growing population. 
The City's water is stored in a few main dams:  Theewaterskloof, 
Steenbras, Berg River, Voëlvlei, and Wemmershoek Dams. 
They generally have supply for 18 months.

This was the countdown to Day Zero!

DAY ZERO would be declared if dam levels ran 
down to the last 13.5 %

What would happen: Water to homes and 
businesses would be shut off. Families would have 
to collect water rations from collection points.

This announcement sent shockwaves throughout 
the city. No one was prepared!

We must take charge

We must increase supply:
- Put up desalination plants 
- Drill boreholes 
- Clear invasive alien trees 

We must restrict usage: 
- Tariff increases
- Fines
- Water restrictions
- Reduce pressure
- Name and shame big water users!

Tell us the truth!

We have to change our 
approach. Everyone has a role 
to play. We must collaborate. 

May 2017: The City of Cape Town 
established a Water Resilience Task Team. 

Drought Awareness Campaign

Water saving measures:

- People were instructed to shower 
  for no longer than two minutes. 

 

- And the use of recycled water – 
  so-called greywater – was also 
  pushed.

People learnt about who uses water:

and the drought worsened over 3 years:

In 2014, the city’s dams were full

By summer 2015, water levels were down to 71% 

Summer of 2016 - down to 60 % 

Summer of 2017 - down to 38 %

By January 2018 - there was only three months’ 
supply of water left 

In 2015 a drought set in 

- Cape Town is a city of just over 4 million people.
- Those living in formal housing use two-thirds (66 percent) of the city’s water.
- Those living in informal settlements (14% of people) only draw 4% of the 
  city’s water.
- 1.5 million people, can’t afford to pay for water. 
- 180 000 households in informal settlements don’t have running water in their 
  home and collect free water from public standpipes.

Water restrictions
- At the most extreme, residents were restricted to 
  a maximum of 50 litres a day. 
- Filling swimming pools, washing cars, and 
  fountains were all banned. 
- Fines were issued for water wastage.
- The City reduced water pressure and placed 
  devices on meters to restrict water daily flow to 
  homes.
- Severe water restrictions were placed on farming.

Farmers helped: 
Farmers diverted additional water 
stored for agricultural purposes to 
the city

Volunteers helped:
Water warriors collected donated 
water and redistributed it

And collaboration at all levels improved
Water Resilience Advisory Committee (Section 80 
Committee): Academics, business, NGOs, provincial 
government, national government, all gathered 
and shared information.

There was a 30% drop in residential 
water usage.

Cape Town developed a Collaborative 
Resilience Action Plan, a multi 
stakeholder platform to improve 
governance in any major crisis.

That by changing a city’s habits, along with the welcome return 
of some rain, Cape Town managed to avert the worst of the 
water scarcity crisis. 

But, the risk of future shortages remain, therefore:

- We should be prepared
- We have to collect good data
- We have to be transparent
- We have to address water inequalities 
- Water is a shared resource

- Water dashboard: Weekly updates on regional dam levels and 
  water consumption.

 

- Billboards on freeways notified drivers of how many days of 
  water supply was left.

The City management 
is to blame!

No,  the national government has not 
built and maintained bulk 
infrastructure

The rich use too much water!

National 
government

City 
government

City 
official

City 
official

City 
official

Residents were angry about the 
lack of communication. This 
eroded public trust and support.

Mayor

40 days left

- A campaign with the slogan “If it’s 
  yellow, let it mellow” promoted 
  flushing the toilet only when 
  necessary.

- Water map: people could see 
  their consumption.

- The City of Cape Town developed Guidelines, a 
  guide to safe use of alternative water supply and a 
  guide for using greywater.
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Help from Mother Nature 
In June 2018, the region saw 
average rainfall for the first 
time in four years. With the 
rain, dam levels rose, and 
officials were able to call off 
Day Zero indefinitely.
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We must collaborate. 
We are all responsible.

It is great the government 
keeps us up to date!

Why don’t they tell us?

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

Business helped: 
Businesses reduced water 
usage

City council

What’s going on?

Water is a basic right!

Intermediaries helped: 
NGOs like GreenCape and 
EDP linked different 
groups and connected 
them to government


