
WATER SOURCE 
PARTNERSHIPS

Safeguarding the source of  

South Africa’s water future



70% 
of the water used by irrigated 

agriculture comes from 
water source areas.

10%
of land provides 50% of South 
Africa’s surface water that flows 
into rivers and fills our dams.

16%
of our strategic water source areas are 
currently formally protected.

22
strategic water source 
areas in South Africa.

15% 
of the land in water source areas is 

cultivated, 13% is under plantation, 
3% degraded from poor use and 
overgrazing and 1% is currently 

mined.
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Water is everyone’s business, 
and yet no one’s priority!WHAT IS THE BIG ISSUE?

WATER GOVERNANCE  
CRISIS
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WHAT IS WWF DOING ABOUT IT?

WWF is mobilising Water Source Partnerships: new 
community-public-private partnerships to bring together 
the interests, actions and mandates of those connected to a 
local water source area. We already have projects on the go 
in eight of the 22 water source areas! 

Back in 2013, we conducted research with the CSIR to 
model information about South Africa’s rainfall and river 
run-off. We did this to assess where most of our water 
comes from – revealing that 10% of our land provides half 
our surface water. We then looked at the current threats in 
each catchment and actions necessary to protect these water 
source areas for our national water security.  

Further work has been carried out by the Department of 
Water and Sanitation, the Water Research Commission 
(WRC), the CSIR and the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) to understand the where, 
what, and how of our water source areas. 

The strategic importance of South Africa’s water source 
areas has been recognised in the 2018 National Water and 
Sanitation Master Plan. WWF South Africa supports the 
bold ambition of this plan to ensure that these areas are 
safeguarded by 2021.

We urgently want to help improve the governance of our 
water source areas. 

Our water resources are national 
assets, nobody owns them but we 
all have rights to use water. These 
assets are depreciating.

Healthy catchments and water 
source areas supply the rest of 
our water infrastructure. Without 
them, we do not have a reliable 
source of water. 

We urgently need to invest in  
our water future – a future that  
will look very different under 
climate change. 

We need to rethink how water 
connects us all and how we can 
secure enough to improve the lives 
of all South Africans. 

We are supporting community-public-private partnerships  
to bring together the interests, actions and mandates of those 
connected to a strategic water source area.



stewardship

WHAT CAN WE DO NOW?
Water Source Partnerships aim to address the root cause of our water crisis: 
the crisis of water governance. Our current National Water Act (1998) 
is world-leading legislation but it has not been fully implemented. New 
water legislation may be tabled in parliament and it will again change the 

institutional framework for formal water government. But governance is more than government 
– it’s about what we all do in these areas, as well as the rules and organisations that have 
oversight. Improved governance of these critical landscapes is possible now with partners who 
can influence what happens on the ground.  

Effective catchment stewardship and water governance works with co-ordinated 
action between government bodies, the private sector, NGOs, community groups 
and individuals. 

In the past, WWF has convened different partnerships to act on specific issues. This has now 
evolved to form Water Source Partnerships between local communities, NGOs, private corporates 
and businesses as well as public entities such as Water User Associations. These partnerships are 
currently informal and will be formalised into associations of shared intent. 

We need more effective stewardship of water source areas to protect the 
integrity of this critical ecological infrastructure and to ensure water and jobs 
downstream. To reduce risks to the quantity and quality of water yields, it is 
essential to improve the management of water and land. This means improving 

the management practice of all the activities that happen here: forestry, agriculture, mining and 
settlements. Effective partnerships are needed to mobilise the different mandates, common interests 
and intent of actors in critical catchments.
 
The different water source areas face different threats, and the partnerships need to specifically 
address these. All the partnerships aim to: 
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• Enable co-ordinated governance and effective action on the ground to improve the resilience of the water source areas; 
• Create opportunities for communities in the water source areas as well as shared benefits downstream;  
• Stop degradation of land and water resources in the water source areas and ensure compatible sustainable development.

Partnerships are a safety net to ensure that water source areas, the most precious 
elements of ecological infrastructure for water security, are not further degraded. 
Together we can start to ‘bend the curve’ towards environmental recovery, 
regeneration and the growth of new sustainable jobs. Improved landscape 

management offers many new job opportunities in active restoration, use of alien biomass, mine 
rehabilitation and sustainable agricultural production. These partnerships are based on the principles 
for water stewardship – investment in the commons!

HOW?

effective



A DECADE OF  
WISE WATER DECISIONS

The UN has already recognised the urgency of dwindling 
freshwater resources, and declared 2018 to 2028 the  
Decade of Water Action. 

WATER SOURCE PARTNERSHIPS FOCUS ON WATER, INFRASTRUCTURE, CLIMATE AND PARTNERSHIPS

PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS

CLEAN WATER  
AND SANITATION

CLIMATE ACTION

SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT  

GOALS

INDUSTRY, INNOVATION AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE

We need to act fast to reconsider unsustainable land use. We need to invest in initiatives that engage local 
residents and water users to care for and contribute to the health of their catchment. We need to restore land 
degraded by alien species, mining, poorly-managed agriculture and forestry to maximise the water yield for all 
downstream users – for nature, for you.



We are called to assist the Earth 
to heal her wounds, and in the 

process we heal our own. 

~Wangari Maathai

  wwf.org.za/waterstewardship 

WATER IS EVERYBODY’S 
BUSINESS!
Get involved in collective 
action for water security

  waterriskfilter.panda.org

WE ARE ALL 
DOWNSTREAM!
Understand your  
water risk

wwf.org.za/journeyofwater

WATER DOESN’T  
COME FROM A TAP!
Find out where your  
water comes from 

https://www.wwf.org.za/our_work/initiatives/water_stewardship.cfm
http://waterriskfilter.panda.org/
http://www.journeyofwater.co.za/

