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ABSTRACT

At present, several smaller municipalities are struggling to operate and 

maintain their services infrastructure in a cost-e! ective and sustainable 

manner. The end result is predictable: rapid deterioration of assets, followed 

by catastrophic component failure, and regular and prolonged disruptions 

in service delivery.

The # rst part of the paper identi# es and examines some of the challenges 

that exist in a typical small rural municipality. A local municipality in the East-

ern Cape is used as a case study. It must be emphasised though that there is 

no intention to discredit this particular municipality or any of its employees. 

Instead, the # ndings should be viewed against the background that there 

are numerous other local authorities across the country that are experienc-

ing similar or even worse di$  culties. The solutions o! ered are speci# cally 

aimed at improving the working conditions of municipal sta!  who are con-

fronted with numerous impediments in their current work environment. 

A number of issues, ranging from # nancial constraints to institutional de-

# ciencies and personnel problems, are highlighted. Current utilisation of 

grant funding and some municipalities’ dependency on funding agencies 

are also debated.

The main theme of the paper is, however, more focused on # nding work-

able solutions to ensure that best practise is applied in operating and 

maintaining municipal services infrastructure in a sustainable manner. The 

second part of the paper explores possible short- and long-term options, 

including support from consulting engineers and outsourcing of essential 

services to the private sector.

1. A CASE STUDY OF OPERATIONS AND MAINTENANCE (O&M) 

CHALLENGES IN A SMALL RURAL MUNICIPALITY

1.1 Crisis in local government

In 2008 the (then) National Department of Provincial and Local Government 

(DPLG) received a report from the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut (AHI), alerting 

the department on service delivery problems in a number of municipalities 

throughout South Africa. 

The report highlighted several problems that these municipalities were 

experiencing at the time, including:

•  Challenges in the general rendering of services to the community;

•  Procedures followed when appointing new sta!  members;

•  Irregularities and de# ciencies with procurement procedures;

•  Leakages and over% owing of sewerage systems; and

•  A general lack of consultation and of cooperation between the municipali-

ties and the business community, in particular the AHI-a$  liated business 

chambers of the AHI.

A rural municipality in the Eastern Cape was listed in the AHI report as one of 

the local authorities where water and sanitation services were on the verge 

of collapse.

Aurecon was subsequently tasked by the DPLG to report on the state of 

water and sanitation services in this particular municipality. The initial in-

vestigation con# rmed that municipal service delivery was totally ine! ective 

and in certain areas non-existent, especially with regard to essential services 

such as refuse removal, sewerage conveyance and treatment and supply of 

potable water.

At the time one of the major concerns was the discharge of raw sewerage, 

over% owing from non-functional pump stations and wastewater treatment 

plants, into the river systems and dams that supply water to other local au-

thorities located in the downstream catchment areas.

The conclusion reached was that the poor condition of especially water 

and sanitation infrastructure was as a result of:

•  Insu$  cient funding allocation for the rehabilitation and/or replacement of 

components that have reached the end of their design life; and

•  Inadequate maintenance budgets, which could be attributed to the mu-

nicipality’s limited income base. 

Part of Aurecon’s brief by the DPLG was to provide technical assistance to 

the municipality, especially with regard to O&M. Data on O&M was secured 

mainly through # eld observations and by conducting informal interviews 

with technical sta! . Informal discussions were also held with members of 

local business chambers, to obtain some insight on municipal service de-

livery from a rate payer/consumer perspective. Some of the # ndings of this 

investigation are presented and discussed in this paper.

The principal outcome of the original assignment was the approval of Mu-

nicipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG) funds to the value of R44  million, to be 

allocated over three consecutive # nancial years, for the rehabilitation of ex-

isting bulk water and sanitation infrastructure. This project is now nearing 

completion, but a real concern is the fact that O&M remains a low priority 

within the municipality’s Technical Department. 

The stark reality is that repairing dysfunctional infrastructure without ad-

dressing the factors that impact negatively on O&M is simply not a sustain-

able option in the medium to long term. Without basic maintenance, most 

of the newly refurbished plants could be in a derelict state within # ve years 

from now.

The existing culture of deferred maintenance in the municipality will need 

to be abolished in favour of a strategy that ensures that adequate technical 

and # nancial resources are made available for O&M. The primary bene# ts of 

changing the status quo will be a drastic reduction in infrastructure life cycle 

costs, and the ability to deliver a consistent and satisfactory level of service 

to consumers. 

1.2 The extent of the crisis from an O&M perspective 

A detailed report on O&M de# ciencies within the Technical Department of 

the municipality falls outside the scope of this article. However, to provide 

some perspective on the severity of the problem, some of the more obvious 

failings are listed below in no particular order:

•  Non-compliance with existing health and safety legislation;

•  The current infrastructure life cycle scenario can be described as “run to de-

struction” because of a total lack of routine and preventative maintenance. 

The unfortunate outcome is premature asset failure;

•  Failure to remove screenings at sewer pump stations and at the inlets to 

wastewater treatment works result in downstream blockages, clogging of 

pump impellors and eventual mechanical breakdowns;

•  Failure to respond to sewer blockages within a reasonable time leads to the 

discharge of raw sewage into sensitive natural environments;

•  Failure to respond to water pipe bursts promptly result in considerable wa-

ter losses and lengthy interruptions in water supply;

•  Because of supply chain bottlenecks, water puri# cation chemicals at re-

mote water treatment plants are often in short supply, resulting in poor 

drinking water quality;

•  Due to an acute shortage of funds for O&M, repairs to a defective pump 

unit is often postponed until the second (standby) unit fails. (It is common 

practise to install pump units in both water and sewer pump stations in 

a duty/standby con# guration, to ensure continuous operation should one 

unit become defective.) The inevitable outcome is prolonged interruptions 

in service delivery and consequential inconvenience to local residents, as 

well as health risks associated with sewage spills; and

•  The municipality’s asset register is not up to date, which makes it di$  cult to 

(1) trace missing plant and equipment and (2) compile maintenance plans.
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Prior to discussing possible solutions to change the status quo, it is neces-

sary to list and examine some of the more critical aspects that impede ef-

# cient O&M within this particular municipality.

2. FACTORS THAT IMPACT NEGATIVELY ON O&M

2.1 Human resource issues

Service delivery challenges in small rural municipalities are often exacer-

bated by human resource issues, ranging from the di$  culty to recruit suit-

ably quali# ed and experienced professionals, to unstructured or weak disci-

plinary procedures. With this case study the situation is no di! erent. Some 

of the more pertinent personnel issues that have a direct bearing on the 

Technical Department’s ability to meet its O&M obligations are highlighted 

below:

•  There is no institutional memory within the department due to high sta!  

turnover at management level – the department has had four di! erent di-

rectors/acting directors in a period of three years;

•  Technical directors are appointed on # ve-year contracts, a policy that over-

looks the importance of long-term infrastructure planning. In this particular 

municipality, both consultants and government agencies are relied upon 

to assist senior sta!  with strategic planning. The inevitable result is the 

implementation of ad hoc solutions that, due to uncoordinated planning, 

adds unnecessary burdens on operating sta!  and maintenance teams;  

•  The department lacks the capacity to mentor young inexperienced tech-

nicians. Without the opportunity to gain worthwhile work experience, the 

technician’s usefulness to the institution remains low and his/her contribu-

tion to improving service delivery negligible. Past experience has shown 

that newly appointed civil engineering technicians soon resign to pursue 

better career opportunities elsewhere;

•  Judging by the poor condition of components at several plants and pump 

stations, there seems to be a critical de# ciency in mechanical and electri-

cal competency in the department. This makes the municipality totally de-

pendant on outside service providers to repair mechanical and electrical 

equipment;

•  Absenteeism, where personnel at certain treatment plants fail to report 

for duty, is a common occurrence. Yet there seems to be reluctance in the 

municipality to take disciplinary action against transgressors. This in turn 

impacts negatively on discipline and on productivity; and 

•  The department’s current post structure makes no provision for the ap-

pointment of experienced sta!  at middle-management level (superinten-

dent or similar). This is a critical shortcoming as some of a superintendent’s 

primary responsibilities are to:

–  Ensure that O&M functions are performed in an e$  cient manner;

–  Identify potential infrastructure failures in time and take the necessary 

remedial actions to prevent interruptions in service delivery;

–  Provide technical support and guidance to artisans and plant operators 

on a daily basis; and

–  Report to line managers on all operational issues with regard to the pro-

vision of municipal engineering services.

2.2 Financial challenges

The municipality’s income – expenditure statement for the 2010/11 # nancial 

year, as provided in its Annual Report for 2010/2011 – is depicted in Table 1 

below.

A cursory examination of the municipality’s revenue versus expenditure 

for the period 1 July 2010 to 30 June 2011 reveals the following:

•  Government grants and subsidies formed 71% of total income, an obvious 

indication that the municipality is dependant on grant funding to remain 

solvent;

•  Revenue from property rates and service charges, which should be the 

municipality’s primary source of income, represented only 23% of total 

income;

•  Proceeds from the remaining revenue items (# nes, rental income, etc.) 

made up the balance of 6%; 

•  Personnel costs (excluding remuneration of councillors) comprised 24% of 

total expenditure, which is not excessive. However, what is of concern is 

that the income from property rates and service charges is just su$  cient to 

cover personnel costs, leaving no surplus for O&M; 

•  Repairs and maintenance expenditure was only 1% of total costs, which 

con# rms that O&M is of low priority in this municipality (The accepted 

benchmark is that an O&M budget should be in the order of 1 to 4% of the 

total asset value.); and 

•  The statement below shows a surplus of almost R11 million, which in the-

ory should be more than adequate to cover annual maintenance costs, in-

cluding breakdowns. Unfortunately, observations made during routine site 

visits to water and wastewater plants during the period 1 July 2011 to 30 

June 2012 revealed that very little, if any, of the surplus funds were used for 

maintaining vital water and sanitation infrastructure assets.

Table 1: Income – expenditure statement for the 2010/11 " nancial year

P roperty  rates 7,943,164.00R           8.23%

S ervic e c harges 14,554,633.00R          15.08%

Rental of fac ilit ies  &  equipm ent 157,991.00R              0.16%

Inc om e from  agenc y  s ervic es 1,465,002.00R           1.52%

F ines 287,493.00R              0.30%

G overnm ent grants  &  s ubs idies 68,754,069.00R          71.25%

O ther inc om e 1,337,956.00R           1.39%

Interes t on inves tm ent inc om e 1,990,845.00R           2.06%T o ta l re ve n u e 96,491,153.00R          100.00%

P ers onnel 20,888,317.00R          24.42%

Rem unerat ion of c ounc illors 2,041,502.00R           2.39%

Deprec iat ion &  am ort is at ion 8,863,221.00R           10.36%

Im pairm ent los s 13,904,894.00R          16.26%

F inanc e c os ts 153,700.00R              0.18%

Collec t ion c os ts -R                          0.00%

Repairs  and m aintenanc e 931,978.00R              1.09%

B ulk  purc has es 1,743,535.00R           2.04%

Contrac ted s ervic es 1,538,154.00R           1.80%

G rants  and s ubs idies  paid 26,721,068.00R          31.24%

G eneral ex pens es 8,753,328.00R           10.23%T o ta l e x p e n d itu re 85,539,697.00R          100.00%S u rp lu s 10,951,456.00R          

In co m e  - Ex p e n d itu re  S ta te m e n t fo r F in a n cia l Ye a r 2010/11

Ex p e n d itu re

Ite m Am o u n t P e rce n ta g e  o f to ta l re ve n u e
Re ve n u e

Ite m Am o u n t P e rce n ta g e  o f to ta l e x p e n d itu re

2.3 Operational de" ciencies

Field observations revealed several de# ciencies within the Technical Depart-

ment that impact on O&M. Some of the identi# ed shortcomings are dis-

cussed below in no particular order.

Because of budget constraints, maintenance of service vehicles and con-

struction plants is neglected. Vehicle and plant breakdowns are therefore 

a common occurrence and, together with the non-availability of replace-

ments, hamper the municipality’s ability to perform elementary O&M tasks 

and to respond to infrastructure failures in time.

At most water and wastewater treatment plants, basic equipment such as 

spanners, screw drivers, brooms, shovels, rakes and wheelbarrows – neces-

sary to perform routine tasks – are missing. Personnel at these plants are of-

ten expected to do hazardous work without being issued with the required 

protective clothing. The most extreme example observed was at a waste-

water treatment plant where operators were cleaning inlet screens without 

wearing rubber gloves.

A number of wastewater treatment plants do not have a potable water 
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supply, making it impossible for operators to wash screens, scum ba5  es and 

over% ow weirs, or hose down equipment to prevent sludge accumulation. 

Needless to add, non compliance with Department of Water A! airs (DWA) 

standards for treated e5  uent is the norm.

Poor housekeeping is common at most of the water and wastewater treat-

ment plants, with sites littered with junk, overgrown with weeds and equip-

ment covered in dust. This could be an indication that supervision is lacking 

and that operators are left to their own devices.  

Tedious supply chain management procedures within the municipal-

ity add to the frustrations of technical personnel stationed at remote sites. 

Feedback from supervisory sta!  revealed that obtaining an order number 

for fuel or spares, is no simple task due to poor interdepartmental commu-

nication and cooperation. This limits the ability of maintenance teams to 

respond to infrastructure failures without delay. 

Senior managers are reluctant to delegate authority to supervisory sta! , 

which is probably an internal arrangement to limit unauthorised expendi-

ture. All requests for fuel, spares, water puri# cation chemicals, etc., need to 

be approved by a senior manager, regardless of the extent of the emergen-

cy. The unfortunate consequence is lengthy delays in attending to break-

downs when managers are on leave or out of town. 

3. SUPPORT FROM OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCIES – A BLESSING OR 

A CURSE?

3.1 Secondment of personnel

There have been several attempts to address the lack of experience and 

skills in the municipality’s Technical Department. This has mainly been in the 

form of assistance through the deployment of technical personnel from the 

Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA), the district municipality and 

the provincial department responsible for local government.

It was observed that some of the engineers and technicians who were 

seconded to this municipality for short periods during the past three years 

had themselves limited knowledge of municipal engineering and were thus 

not capable of assisting operating sta!  with technical matters. It was fur-

ther noted that they had no clear mandate and were not given measurable 

performance targets. Their contribution in supporting municipal sta!  was 

therefore limited and was probably not worth the expense.

An additional concern with the secondment of personnel from other gov-

ernment agencies is that it could encourage a dependency culture amongst 

municipal sta! , which will further inhibit the local authority’s capability to 

become self-su$  cient and sustainable. 

The willingness of government agencies to assist struggling municipalities 

is commendable. Also, the concept of secondment of experienced and com-

petent personnel is sensible and should be supported. However, the ad hoc 

manner in which it is currently carried out needs to be reviewed. 

3.2 Grants and subsidies 

As indicated in Table 1, grant funding constituted 71% of the municipality’s 

income in the 2010/11 # nancial year. The 2010/11 Annual Report provides 

a breakdown of the respective grants received and this information is re-

% ected in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Grants and subsidies received for the 2010/11 " nancial year

E quitable s hare P rovinc ial G overnm ent 22,754,154.00R    33.1%

F inanc ial M anagem ent G rant (F M G ) Nat ional G overnm ent 2,542,451.00R      3.7%

Departm ent Loc al G overnm ent G rant (DP LG ) P rovinc ial G overnm ent 487,987.00R         0.7%

M unic ipal Infras truc ture G rant (M IG ) Nat ional G overnm ent 33,040,858.00R    48.1%

Dis tric t  M unic ipality  G rant D is tric t  M unic ipality 240,200.00R         0.3%

Integrated Developm ent P lan (IDP ) P rovinc ial G overnm ent 219,972.00R         0.3%

M unic ipal S y s tem s  Im provem ent G rant (M S IG ) Nat ional G overnm ent 312,808.00R         0.5%

Departm ent of Hous ing G rant P rovinc ial G overnm ent 9,155,639.00R      13.3%68,754,069.00R    100%

G o ve rn m e n t g ra n ts a n d  su b sid ie s - 2010/11
S o u rce /Do n o r

T o ta l

G ra n t/su b sid y Am o u n t P e rce n ta g e  o f to ta l

A detailed analysis of the data provided in the table above falls outside the 

scope of this paper. However, the question that needs to be asked is how 

much of this money was available for O&M.

About 6% of the grants/subsidies were allocated for administrative or 

# nancial support and thus unavailable for O&M. Equitable share, mu-

nicipal infrastructure grants (MIG) and the housing grant made up the 

remaining 94%. 

The equitable share grant is paid by the provincial government to sub-

sidise free basic services to poor households and is a recognised source 

of revenue for local authorities who need to cover their costs in the provi-

sion of such services. By default a portion of this income is committed to 

O&M through the payment of salaries, the purchase of water puri# cation 

chemicals, etc.

The Municipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG) was allocated for the provision 

of new and for the upgrade and/or rehabilitation of existing services in-

frastructure. Current policy dictates that MIG funds may not be used for 

O&M.

The housing grant was for the funding of a new housing development 

and none of it was used for O&M. 

Because of its limited income base, this municipality, like many others 

in rural areas, is unable to fund capital projects from its own revenue. It is 

therefore totally dependent on MIG funding for the construction of new 

facilities (community halls, sport # elds, etc.) and new services infrastruc-

ture (roads, water, sewerage, stormwater, etc.). This is the norm in most ru-

ral municipalities and the concept of the MIG programme is not disputed.

However, the question that needs to be asked is whether municipalities 

are prepared to adjust their operating budgets upwards to allow for the 

maintenance of new (additional) MIG-funded infrastructure assets. With 

insu$  cient funding available for O&M and an increasing asset base, main-

tenance backlogs will eventually reach a level where assets will need to be 

replaced long before they have reached the end of their design life.

Considering the importance of O&M, it is recommended that the current 

policy of allocating grant funding for capital projects only, is reviewed as 

a matter of urgency.

4. SUGGESTED SHORT-TERM INTERVENTIONS TO ADDRESS O&M 

CHALLENGES

4.1 Assistance from the private sector

Municipalities need to acknowledge that the private sector has the nec-

essary expertise and resources available to support them in performing 

their O&M obligations.

A large number of ex-municipal engineers are currently in the employ-

ment of private consulting # rms and their wealth of knowledge could be 

invaluable to struggling municipalities. The possible deployment of such 

experienced professionals from the private sector to advise and assist mu-

nicipalities with O&M needs to be considered.

The primary aim during a deployment period would be to ensure that 

skills transfer, especially with regard to O&M functions, takes place. Ad-

ditional support could include, but should not be limited to:

•  The establishment of an institutional memory through the collection of 

accurate as-built data;

•  Providing guidance with regard to the updating of asset registers;

•  Assisting with the recruitment and appointment of technical sta! ;

•  Assisting with the mentoring of newly appointed personnel;

•  Compiling of maintenance plans and schedules; 

•  Assisting with budgeting for O&M;

•  Advising on the purchasing of suitable plant and equipment; 

•  Assisting technical managers with strategic infrastructure planning; and

•  Providing management support.

The issue with such a proposal is obviously the availability of funds to pay 

for services rendered. Should a municipality be unable to foot the bill, the 
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possibility of securing external funds, including grant funding, should be 

considered.

4.2 Securing su#  cient funds for O&M

Lack of # nancial resources is probably the primary reason why mainte-

nance is often neglected or deferred in municipalities. The # rst step in the 

establishment of a maintenance culture is therefore to ensure that suf-

# cient funds are made available to support O&M. In small municipalities 

with a limited income base this could present quite a challenge. However, 

there is an alternative that could easily be implemented if the commit-

ment to improve O&M exists. 

Municipalities are entitled to reclaim the value added tax (VAT) on MIG-

funded projects. At this stage there is no legislation in place which stipu-

lates how the reclaimed VAT money should be spent. It is suspected that 

more often than not these funds are used to pay the salary bill and other 

general expenses, instead of using it for infrastructure improvement. The 

possibility of rather ring-fencing this money for O&M is worth considering.

The case study is used to illustrate the potential impact of this option. 

Total MIG funding in the 2010/11 # nancial year amounted to R33  mil-

lion (refer Table 2). The VAT reclaimable on this amount is approximately 

R4 million. It is obvious that, should such an amount be ring-fenced and 

used speci# cally for repairs and maintenance – an item where actual ex-

penditure was less than R1 million in 2010/11 – the municipality’s ability 

to provide a satisfactory service to consumers will improve signi# cantly. 

5. PROPOSED LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS TO ENSURE SUSTAINABLE 

O&M PRACTISES

5.1 Repair and Maintenance Programmes (RAMP) in the Department 

of Public Works – a success story

Aurecon has been extensively involved with the development and imple-

mentation of Repair and Maintenance Programmes (RAMP) within the De-

partment of Public Works (DPW). These projects have been implemented 

over a period of about 10 years with a total value of more than R1 billion. 

Typical projects included:

•  Water and sewerage treatment plants;

•  Water and sewerage reticulation networks;

•  Mechanical and electrical equipment (pumps, boilers, air-conditioning 

units, etc.);

•  Buildings and other structural elements; and

•  Forensic laboratories for the South African Police Service (SAPS).

A typical RAMP project consists of an initial repair phase – during which 

the installations are repaired to a functional state – followed by a three-

year operations and maintenance period. A contractor is thus appointed 

after an open tendering process to repair and/or refurbish existing infra-

structure at one or more sites, and thereafter to operate and maintain it 

for a # xed (three-year) period.

During the maintenance period, the contractor is paid monthly for oper-

ating and maintaining the repaired infrastructure. The payment amount is 

based on the contractor’s performance during the preceding month and 

is determined after an inspection by an Aurecon Engineer. 

The engineer, in consultation with the contractor, draws up a 10-point 

scorecard of each installation. Scoring is done in the presence of the con-

tractor and the client (DPW), and the contractor is then paid accordingly.  

With regards to maintenance, the contractor is expected to do the 

following:

•  Routine preventative maintenance (cleaning and servicing of equipment);

•  Corrective maintenance (rectify faults); and

•  Breakdown maintenance (repair after a failure has occurred).

A brief explanation of the contractor’s maintenance liabilities in a typical 

RAMP project is provided below.

Routine preventative maintenance is aimed at the minimisation of 

breakdowns and entails the rendering of services and servicing of equip-

ment according to a predetermined maintenance control plan. The con-

tractor’s responsibilities are to:

•  Replace and service components of equipment, units or parts thereof 

for each installation at prescheduled moments regardless of condition;

•  Readjust, reset, clean, corrosion protect all components of equipment, 

units or parts thereof for each installation, and

•  Perform all implied actions to maintain installations in a functional 

condition.

Corrective maintenance requires regular observation of the equipment, 

identifying pending breakdowns, mal-adjustment or anomalies of equip-

ment, units or parts of installations, and subsequent action to restore in-

stallations to the original functional condition as speci# ed.

Breakdown maintenance entails repair and/or replacement of defec-

tive equipment, units or parts of installations following a breakdown that 

leaves the installation inoperable or unsafe, and subsequent action to re-

store installations to a functional condition as speci# ed, within the maxi-

mum down-time allowed.

The contractor is expected to perform breakdown maintenance within 

a speci# ed minimum period as determined by the engineer. Breakdowns 

are classi# ed as Fatal, Emergency and Ordinary, and the maximum al-

lowed downtime for each are as follows:

•  Fatal – requires an immediate response (e.g. standby water pump 

breakdown);

•  Emergency – to be attended to within 48 hours (e.g. a sewer blockage); 

and

•  Ordinary – to be attended to within 7 days (e.g. a leaking tap).

Breakdowns are reported to a call centre where the entire repair process 

is monitored. Repairs completed are veri# ed by the engineer before clos-

ing a particular case. Penalties are applied if the permissible downtime is 

exceeded. The call centre is operated 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

In addition to his maintenance liabilities, the appointed contractor takes 

full responsibility for the day-to-day operating of services infrastructure 

as prescribed in his contract. Typical examples are water treatment plants, 

wastewater treatment works and pump stations. At a water treatment 

plant for instance, the contractor will purchase the required treatment 

chemicals and apply them in correct dosages to ensure full compliance 

with the national standard for drinking water quality. Penalty clauses in 

the contract will come into e! ect whenever there is deterioration in water 

quality which results in non-compliance with the required standard. Per-

formance monitoring is thus a crucial component of the contract.

5.2 Outsourcing of critical operations and maintenance functions in 

municipalities

It is suggested that the RAMP concept be adopted and implemented to 

overcome current service delivery challenges in small municipalities.

Municipalities need to take cognisance of the following:

•  The required technical and management capabilities to operate and 

maintain municipal infrastructure in a sustainable and a! ordable man-

ner are available in the private sector;

•  The RAMP model is particularly suitable for water and wastewater treat-

ment plants where a contractor’s performance can be measured directly 

against the Blue Drop and Green Drop scores achieved;

•  RAMP Projects can be implemented in a local authority within a short 

timeframe, given that outsourcing of services is not a novel concept in 

municipal procurement systems;

•  With the roll out of RAMP projects, there should be no need to retrench 

municipal sta! . Employees, such as water and wastewater plant opera-

tors, could be trained by the contractor to assist with daily operations, 

including routine maintenance. This will ensure that proper skills transfer 

takes place on site, which will bene# t the municipality in the long term. 
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Also, utilising available municipal sta!  in a productive manner could re-

sult in a signi# cant cost saving to the municipality; and 

The establishment of a call centre in the municipal environment is a rela-

tively simple task, as resources could be shared with existing municipal 

emergency services.

5.3 Bene" ts of outsourcing

The rollout of RAMP projects in the DPW resulted in a signi# cant improve-

ment in service delivery at government facilities such as prisons and po-

lice stations. With the outsourcing of services in line with the RAMP con-

cept, a client municipality and its ratepayers will bene# t as follows:

•  Scheduled preventative maintenance will increase the lifespan of costly 

municipal assets such as water pumps, sewage pumps, electrical switch-

gear and dosing systems at water treatment plants;

•  Preventative maintenance will reduce the risk of fatal breakdowns and 

the resultant interruptions in essential services such as water supply and 

sanitation;

•  Best practise is applied in the operating of services infrastructure to en-

sure full compliance with current occupational health and safety (OHS) 

and environmental legislation;

•  With outsourcing, the contractor’s monthly performance is strictly moni-

tored and measured against a predetermined speci# cation. This is to en-

sure that a high standard of service delivery is maintained throughout 

the maintenance period;

•  Improved service delivery will increase customer satisfaction, boost in-

vestor con# dence and be a strong countermeasure against potential civil 

protests and/or campaigns that endorse the non-payment of municipal 

rates and taxes;

•  Outsourcing will reduce the workload of municipal employees. This 

could have a signi# cant positive impact on smaller municipalities in rural 

areas which struggle to recruit and retain competent and experienced 

personnel;

•  Outsourcing provides an ideal opportunity to transfer much-needed 

skills from the private to the public sector. An inherent advantage of 

the scheme is that municipal personnel can be trained by the contrac-

tor’s operating sta!  on site, until the necessary competency levels are 

achieved; and  

•  A maintenance culture will be established.

6. CONCLUSION

The current tendency in some municipalities to defer maintenance is 

not advisable from both a technical and # nancial perspective as, with-

out maintenance, assets will require replacement long before they have 

reached the end of their design life. Instead, municipalities need to al-

locate more resources for O&M to sustain a satisfactory level of service 

delivery.

Provincial governments and national government are keen to commit 

funds for capital projects through MIG funding, but reluctant to support 

municipalities to meet their O&M obligations. The status quo needs to be 

challenged as there is a direct link between O&M and asset life cycle costs. 

To continuously commit capital to replace failed assets is not the answer.

The private sector has the necessary expertise and resources available to 

support municipalities in performing their O&M obligations in a sustain-

able manner. The possible deployment of ex-municipal engineers who are 

currently in the employment of private consulting # rms to municipalities 

to advise and assist with O&M should be considered.

Municipalities, especially those that are struggling to keep their services 

infrastructure operational, need to consider the option of outsourcing es-

sential services such as water and wastewater treatment to the private 

sector. As brie% y discussed in this paper, there are options that can be con-

sidered to overcome # nancial constraints. 

It is recommended that the basic principles of the DPW’s RAMP model 

is adopted for municipal contracts, where a competent private contrac-

tor is awarded a tender to perform certain operations and maintenance 

functions, with quality monitoring being done by an appointed consult-

ing engineer.

In the case of a water treatment plant for instance, stringent penalties 

should apply if the private contractor is unable to achieve and/or maintain 

Blue Drop status. The end result will be a drastic improvement in service 

delivery to consumers. 
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