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DO MUNICIPALITIES HAVE THE CAPACITY TO ADEQUATELY CONTROL PLUMBING WORK CONDUCTED
IN THEIR AREAS.
Background
The Institute of Plumbing South Africa (IOPSA) is a NPO which represents the interests of approximately
1000 companies active in the plumbing industry in South Africa. Around 80% of our members are
plumbing companies and 75% of those are SMME’s.
In 2018 IOPSA recognised that there was a lack of research in the industry and as such we embarked
upon an ongoing research program to gain better insights into the industry. In the research to date
there has emerged a common theme; the plumbing industry is under threat from non-compliance to
legal requirements.
1. Un-qualified “plumbers” active in the market. In 3 consecutive annual surveys of plumbers this
issue was consistently highlighted as the biggest threat to plumbers’ business opportunities. In a
2018 study jointly between IOPSA and TIPS it was found that of the estimated 125 000 people
who identify as “plumbers” only around 15 000 to 18 000 individuals were suitably qualified.
Due to the importance of Plumbing for public health and wellbeing, the National Building
Regulations specifically states that only Qualified Plumbers may undertake plumbing work.
However, most members of the public are unaware of this and therefore do not check the
qualifications of the plumbers they utilise.
The situation has had the following consequences.
a. A decline in the standard of installations: many un-qualified “plumbers” are unaware of the
South African National Standards which determine the minimum requirements to ensure
that installations are safe and fit for purpose. This has led to many non-compliant
installations which often pose a health and safety risk to the public and in many instances
cause damage to infrastructure. Such installation methods are normally significantly
cheaper than compliant installations. As a result, Qualified Plumbers have been forced to
compete against what is essentially unfair competition, often being forced to “cut corners”
in order to survive. Of grave importance is the effect that this is having on the public. There
have been numerous instances in the past few years where poor installations have led
directly to significant property damage and in some instances injury and even death.
b. Disinvestment by formal plumbing companies. Forced to compete against non-compliant
businesses, many plumbing companies have had to find ways to cut costs. Some of the
methods used are: using casual labour rather than permanent employees, no longer taking
on apprentices, no longer undertaking staff training, reduced capital expenditure, employing
“cheap” foreign nationals, using cheap (often sub-standard) imported products.
c. Declining sales for local plumbing material manufacturers. With more and more plumbers
being forced to reduce prices, there has been a huge growth in sales of cheap imported
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products. A large percentage of these imported products do not comply to the South African
National Standards. A 2008 study by Water Research Commission found that 58% of
plumbing components in the study did not comply, since then the situation has gotten much
worse. Local manufacturers who are forced to comply with the Standards are simply unable
to compete and there have been several business closures over the past few years which
have caused significant job losses.
d. Damage to infrastructure. Often unknowingly, un-qualified “plumbers” connect to municipal
infrastructure in illegal ways. This leads to damages and in many instances loss of revenue
for the municipalities. There is also a very serious issue with disposal of wastewater, sewage
and pollutants. Rainwater diverted to sewers leads to overflows which invariably end up in
the natural water courses, sewage treatment plants are often unable to cope with the
increased volumes during or after storms. Conversely, sewage and pollutants are often
connected to stormwater drains and this is having a serious impact on freshwater pollution.

The responsibility for managing plumbing work is placed on local authorities or municipalities. In an
effort to understand why the plumbing industry is in such dire circumstances, IOPSA undertook this
study of municipalities in South Africa. Sadly, we do not have the resources or funding to employ the
services of a proper research company at this time. It may be useful for further, in-depth research into
the local authorities’ capacity and the constraints which are preventing adequate enforcement.
The Professional Body for plumbers, Plumbing Industry Registration Board (PIRB) has proven a model
which is highly effective in managing many of these concerns. Their model could prove to be an effective
way for municipalities to deal with these problems.
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Local Authority Survey
March 2021
About this survey:
The Institute of Plumbing South Africa (IOPSA) with the assistance of the Plumbing Industry Registration
Board (PIRB) conducted the Local Authority Survey in March 2021. The survey was sent out digitally
through the main IOPSA and PIRB communication channels including emails and social media. The
survey was open to all plumbers within the Plumbing industry and ran for 1 week. The aim of this survey
was to obtain relevant information on the local municipalities and the knowledge and service of the
Building Control Officers and the Water inspectors as well as the plumber’s knowledge and access to the
municipalities by-laws.

Summary
Total
Responses

Duplicates
Removed

Adjusted total
Responses

• 357

• 27

• 330

Question 1: What town or city do you work in?
There was a total of 330 responses to the survey. Most respondents are located withing Gauteng, with
145 responses out of the total. 62 respondents were from the Western Cape, 47 from the Eastern Cape
and only 40 responses from Kwazulu-Natal. These results although on a smaller scale mirror our findings
on where the majority of our respondents are located nationally.
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Question 2: Does your municipality have water by-laws? & Question 3: Do you have a copy
of the water by-laws?
According to the respondents, the majority (72%) indicate that their local municipality do have
water by-laws with only 4% of respondents indicating that their local municipality does not have
water by-laws. A surprising 24% however did not know if their municipality had water by-laws or
not. Only 45% of respondents who advised that their local municipality had water by-laws had a
copy of the by-laws, with the majority responding that they did not have a copy. 63% of all
respondents indicated that they did not have a copy of their local water by-laws.

DOES YOUR MUNICIPALITY HAVE
WATER BY-LAWS?
Yes

No

I don't know

DO YOU HAVE A COPY OF THE
WATER BY-LAWS?
Yes

No

I don't know

4%

24%

33%

4%
72%

Graph Question 2

63%

Graph Question 3
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Question 4: In your opinion would the municipality have capacity to control all the plumbers in
your area?
Over 65% of respondents indicated that they do not feel that their local municipality has the capacity to
control all the plumbers in their area with a further 17% indicating that they did not know. Only 18% of
those surveyed felt that their local municipality had the capacity to control all the plumbers in their
area.
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Question 5: Does your municipality have a Water Inspector/s?
Respondents indicated that 43% did not know if their municipality have Water Inspector/s with 42%
indicating that they did have water inspectors. Only 15% of respondents indicated that their local
municipality did not have Water Inspectors.
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Question 6 & 7: Rate the service and Plumbing knowledge of your water and building inspectors
from 1-10

Only 181 of the 330 respondents answered this question with a rating of their Building Inspector/s and
Water Inspector/s knowledge and service from a scale of 1 being the lowest and 10 being the highest.
Surprisingly 149 respondents chose not to answer this question. From the individuals who did answer
this question indicated that Building Inspectors were voted an average of 5.5 for their knowledge and
5.3 for their service whereas the Water inspectors were voted an average of 4.5 for their knowledge and
only 4 out of 10 for their service.
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RATE THE SERVICE AND PLUMBING
KNOWLEDGE OF YOUR WATER AND
BUILDING INSPECTORS FROM 1-10
Water Inspectors

4

4.5

5.3

5.5

Municipal Building Inspector/s

PLUMBING KNOWLEDGE

SERVICE

Question 8: Does your Municipality keep a register of Plumbers? If you answered yes, are you
registered with your Municipality?
52% of respondents indicate that their local municipality does not keep a register of plumbers with 20%
voting that they did not know if there is a register. With only 28% of respondents indicating that their
municipality does keep a register of plumbers. From the 28% of respondents who indicated that their
municipality does register plumbers only 35% of them are registered with their local municipality with a
further 65% voting that they are not.
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IF ANSWER YES TO ABOVE
ARE YOU REGISTERED WITH
YOUR MUNICIPALITY?

DOES YOUR MUNICIPALITY
KEEP A REGISTER OF
PLUMBERS?
Yes

No

20%

Yes

I don't know

28%

No

35%
65%

52%

Question 9: Does your municipality hold plumbers accountable for the actions?

The majority of respondents (61%) did not know if their local municipality holds plumbers accountable
for their actions and a further 24% said that they did not hold plumbers accountable with only 15%
indicating that they did. It was clear when analysing the data that the 15% who indicated yes to the
question were based within metros.

DOES YOUR MUNICIPALITY HOLD
PLUMBERS ACCOUNTABLE FOR THE
ACTIONS?
Yes

No

I don't know
15%

61%

24%
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Closing
This survey clearly showed that the majority of plumbers are aware of their local municipalities having
water by-laws but a similar number indicated that they do not have copies of the water bylaws. What is
also surprising is the number of respondents who were unsure of whether there are water by-laws or
water inspectors. This indicates a lack of knowledge within the plumbing industry where municipalities
are concerned as plumbers are expected to comply to municipal water bylaws, without knowing what
they are or how the municipality implements them. One can deduce that this indicates a lack of control
of plumbing work in municipalities.
The Knowledge and service of both Building Inspectors and Water inspector/s rating just below average
is problematic as they are meant to be experts in their field with excellent technical knowledge.
Only 28% of individuals stated that their municipality does register plumbers and 65% of those are not
registered with their local municipality even though their municipality offers registration.
Only 15% of respondents indicated that their municipality holds them accountable for their actions.
The survey results clearly demonstrate that there is little or no control of plumbers or plumbing work
within municipalities. Previous surveys and research conducted by IOPSA have revealed that the single
biggest concern for most Qualified Plumbers is the impact of un-qualified individuals on their
businesses. Research has also shown that of the estimated 125 000 people who identify themselves as
plumbers, only around 15 000 to 18 000 of them are actually qualified. The apparent lack of
enforcement within municipalities is likely a significant factor in this state of affairs. The National
Building Regulations stipulate that only Qualified Plumbers may conduct plumbing work and places the
responsibility on local authorities to enforce this. South Africa is a water scarce country and it is
expected that by 2030 demand will significantly exceed supply. Plumbers play a crucial role in water
management and ensuring that only suitably qualified individuals are allowed to work on water systems
may prove critical for the future of South Africa.
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MUNICIPALTIES OF SOUTH AFRICA- WATER BYLAW DESKTOP RESEARCH
MARCH 2021
A research team under the auspices of IOPSA conducted desktop research on behalf of IOPSA members.
The main purpose of the research was to create a database of the below information:
•

The contact details of municipal water departments

•

The contact details of municipal Building control departments

•

Copies of the latest water bylaws

•

Age of the water bylaws.

The secondary reasons for this research are;
•

to find out if the municipalities are providing all the information that the plumber needed to
work in a specific area.

•

To establish the extent to which municipalities have the capacity to adequately manage
plumbers in their area.

The research was conducted over a three-month from January to March 2021 by two researchers.
The following sources were used to conduct the research:
•

https://municipalities.co.za/ .

•

Municipal websites

•

Information from IOPSA members.

•

Internet search engines. (e.g. Google)

The challenges that were encountered were the following:
•

Municipalities not having websites.

•

Municipalities not having current contact details.

•

Municipalities with website links that are not available anymore.

•

Links to bylaws not working.

•

Links to incorrect bylaw.
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South African municipalities – Water bylaw overview
•

•

•

204 Local municipalities:
o

Local municipality” means a municipality that shares municipal executive and legislative
authority in its area with a district municipality within whose area it falls.

o

Is a type of municipality that serves as the third, and most local, tier of local
government. A local municipality may include rural areas as well as one or more towns
or small cities Local municipalities have responsibility for all municipal functions not
assigned to the district, and in particular local service delivery.

44 District municipalities:
o

District municipality means a municipality that has municipal executive and Legislative
authority in an area that includes more than one local municipality

o

A district municipality is a municipality which executes some of the functions of local
government for a district. The district municipality will in turn comprise several local
municipalities, with which it shares the functions of local government. District
municipalities have responsibility for broader matters such as integrated planning,
infrastructure development, bulk supply of water and electricity, and public transport.

8 Metropolitans:
o

•

metropolitan municipality.’ means a municipality that has exclusive executive and
legislative authority in its area.

256 municipalities in total are listed on https://municipalities.co.za/ .
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SOUTH AFRICAN MUNICIPALITIES
TOTAL

256

125

80
41

TOTAL

WATER
DEPARTMENTS
WITH CONTACT
DETAILS

BUILDING
CONTROL WITH
DETAILS

HAVE BYLAWS
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National statistics:
•

256 Municipalities in total in South Africa
o

212 local municipalities

o

44 District municipalities

•

125 Water departments have contact details (48.8%)

•

41 building control with contact details (16%)

•

80 municipalities have water bylaws available online. This does not necessarily mean that the
remaining municipalities do not have water bylaws but the team was unable to locate them.
(31.25%)

•

Bylaw dates range from 1977 till 2020.

•

Western Cape province has the most published online bylaws.

•

Northern Cape province has the least published online bylaws.

•

On average water bylaws are 10.25 years old

•

10 (3.9%) municipalities claimed to have water bylaws but we were unable to find a copy. In
these instances we accepted that there are in fact bylaws.

•

17 (6.6%) municipalities have published undated water bylaws. (this is normally an indication
that the water bylaw is still at draft stage and has not been gazette yet.) In these instances, we
accepted that there are in fact bylaws.
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EASTERN CAPE
33 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES
6 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES
2 METROPOLITANS

•

Nineteen municipalities have contact details for their water departments. (46.3%)

•

Three municipalities have contact details for their Building control officers. (7.3%)

•

Seven have online bylaws (17.1%):
o

Or Tambo district has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2020.

o

Was not able to find a copy of the bylaws of three municipalities that stated they had a
copy of the bylaws.
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o

•

Following dates of the bylaws.
▪

2010

▪

2011

▪

2015

The average age of the water bylaws is 7 years

EASTERN CAPE MUNICIPALITIES
TOTAL

39

19
3
TOTAL
MUNICIPALITIES

WATER
DEPARTMENTS
WITH CONTACT
DETAILS

BUILDING
CONTROL WITH
CONTACT DETAILS

7

HAVE BY LAWS
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NORTHERN CAPE
•

25 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

5 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

Five have contact details for their water departments (16.7%).

•

Two have contact details for their Building control officers (6.7%).

•

Six have online bylaws (20%).

•

o

Ubuntu local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2010.

o

Was not able to find a copy of the bylaws of one of the Six.

o

Following dates of the bylaws.
▪

One municipality -2006

▪

Two municipalities -2007

▪

One municipality- 2008

▪

One municipality – 2010

Average age of water bylaws is 13.4 years
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NORTHERN CAPE MUNICIPALITIES
TOTAL

31
5
TOTAL
MUNICIPALITIES
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WESTERN CAPE
•

25 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

5 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

1 METROPOLITAN

2
BUILDING
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CONTACT
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BYLAWS
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•

Eighteen have contact details for their water departments (58.1%).

•

Fourteen have contact details for their Building control officers (45.2%).

•

Twenty-three have online bylaws (74.2%):

•

o

Stellenbosch local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2018.

o

Was not able to find a copy of the bylaws of one of the twenty three.

o

No date provided for four published bylaws.

o

Following dates of the bylaws.
▪

One municipality -2003

▪

Two municipalities -2004

▪

Three municipalities -2005

▪

One municipality -2006

▪

Two municipalities -2008

▪

Two municipalities- 2009

▪

Two municipalities - 2010

▪

Two municipalities - 2012

▪

Two municipalities - 2014

▪

Two municipalities - 2015

▪

One municipality – 2018

Average age of water bylaws is 12.5 years
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WESTERN CAPE MUNICIPALITIES
TOTAL

30
23

18
14

TOTAL
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WATER
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FREE STATE
•

19 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

4 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

1 METROPOLITAN

BUILDING CONTROL
WITH CONTACT
DETAILS

AVAILABLE BYLAWS
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•

Six have contact details for their water departments (25%).

•

Two have contact details for their Building control officers (8.3%).

•

six have Online bylaws (25%):

•

o

Setsoto local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2016.

o

Three municipalities -2011

o

One municipality-2013

o

One municipality-2015

o

One municipality-2016

Average age of water bylaws 8 years.

FREE STATE MUNICIPALITIES
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23
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LIMPOPO
•

22 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

5 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

Seven have contact details for their water departments (25.9%).

•

Two have contact details for their Building control officers (7.4%).

•

Nine have online bylaws (33.3%):

•

o

Mopani local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2019

o

Was not able to find a copy of the bylaws of four of the nine.

o

Four municipalities – no online copies available.

o

One municipality-1977

o

One municipality-2009

o

One municipality-2011

o

One municipality-2014

o

One municipality-2019

Average age of water bylaws is 15 years.
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LIMPOPO MUNICIPALTIES
TOTAL

27

9
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KWA-ZULU NATAL
•

44 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

10 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

1 METROPOLITAN
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•

Twenty-three have contact details for their water departments (41.8%).

•

Seven have contact details for their Building control officers (12.7%).

•

Nine have online bylaws (16.4%).

•

o

City of uMhlathuze Local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2020.

o

Was not able to find a copy of the bylaws of one of the nine.

o

Three have no date

o

One municipality -2004

o

Two municipalities -2009

o

One municipality -2014

o

One municipality-2020

Average age of water bylaws is 9.8 years

KWA-ZULU NATAL MUNICIPALITIES
TOTAL

54
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MPUMALANGA
•

17 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

3 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•

Eighteen have contact details for their water departments (90%).

•

One has contact details for their Building control officers (5%).

•

Ten have online bylaws (50%).

•

o

City of Mbombela Local and Nkomazi Local have the most recently revised water bylaws
– 2017.

o

Seven have no dates.

o

One municipality -2007

o

Two municipalities -2017

Average age of water bylaws is 6 years
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TOTAL
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NORTH WEST
•

18 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

4 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES
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•

Eighteen have contact details for their water departments (81.8%).

•

Three have contact details for their Building control officers (13.6%).

•

Three have online bylaws (13.6%).

•

o

Rustenburg Local has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2019.

o

One has no date.

o

One municipality -2016

o

One municipality -2019

Average age of water bylaws is 3.5 years
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GAUTENG
•

6 LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES

•

3 METROPOLITANS

•

2 DISTRICT MUNICIPALITIES

•
•

Nine have contact details for their water departments (81.8%).

•

Seven have contact details for their Building control officers (63.6%).

•

Six have online bylaws (54.5%):

•

o

Midvaal Municipality has the most recently revised water bylaws – 2018

o

Two municipalities do not have a date

o

One municipality -2002

o

One municipality -2002

o

One municipality -2014

o

One municipality -2018

Average age of water bylaws is 12 years.
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Conclusion:
Excerpt from the Water Services Act 1997
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The Water Service Act 708, 1997
makes it very clear that every water
services authority must have water
bylaws. It is difficult to accept that in
the 24 years since this Act was
gazette less than half of
municipalities have water bylaws
available to protect their residents.
Note that the lack of information
available from municipalities does
not necessarily indicate that they do
not have water bylaws, building control officers or water departments. However, if 2 dedicated
researchers were unable to find the information, how much more difficult would it be for a plumber or a
member of the public. This information is public and should be readily available to anyone.
The average age of water bylaws at 10 years is problematic. Much has changed in South Africa in the
past 10 years. Most notably, in relation to water, is the urgent need to conserve the country’s scarce
water resources and ensure sustainable use. South Africa is a water scarce country and recent droughts
have seen very severe water scarcity in areas such as Cape Town, Makhanda, Gheberha, Beaufort West
and many other cities and towns. Further exacerbating the situation have been serious pollution events
in Emfuleni, Hartebeespoort, Tshwane and other municipalities. Infrastructure has also been under
strain with significant underinvestment in water infrastructure of the past 10 years. Estimates of nonrevenue water losses are as high as 36.8%, with some areas even peaking above 40%. A recent study by
TIPS and IOPSA found that less than 18 000 of the estimated 125 000 plumbers in South Africa are
qualified. In short, the situation is dire and requires urgent attention.
It is clear that more than half of the municipalities in South Africa would have grave difficulty in
adequately controlling plumbing and water related activities in their areas. The water bylaws form the
foundation on which any management would take place and without that as a base, policing would be
virtually impossible. Furthermore, without the guidelines in the bylaws, plumbers may inadvertently
cause more harm than good, especially in areas that have unique or unusual requirements (e.g.
dolomitic areas, arid regions, watersheds, etc.)
The need for modern, appropriate and up to date water bylaws has never been greater. It is estimated
that South Africa will run out of water by 2030 unless we change the way we do things. Ultimately, the
local authorities or municipalities are responsible for on the ground implementation and policing,
without good water bylaws this is virtually impossible.
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Conclusion
Whilst this study is by no means exhaustive or definitive, there are clearly some major concerns which
need to be addressed. As has been stated elsewhere in this document, South Africa, and the world, are
facing serious challenges relating to water. The model proposed by PIRB could very well prove to be an
effective solution and should be seriously considered. Without urgent action we will be facing dire
consequences. Water is not a luxury; it is a basic necessity for life!
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