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MITIGATION AND ADAPTATION  
OBJECTIVES: 

SOUTH 
AFRICA

CAPE TOWN 4,700,000 20,351 ,323 TCO
2
e (2018) GHG EMISSIONS:  -9.41% BY 2030.  WATER 

SUPPLY:  99.5% ASSURANCE OF SUPPLY 
BY 2030.

Three years after a record water shortage,  
Cape Town has turned into an award-wining 
water-saving city
Cape Town is renowned around the world for being a city that risked running out of water due to severe 
drought. In March 2018, at the height of a multi-year drought – the worst on record – the dams supplying the 
city dropped to one fifth of their capacity. A disaster was only avoided by the combined effort of residents 
and the city reducing water use through a range of technical and behavioural interventions. Cape Town 
has since won an award from the International Water Association as the first city to reduce water demand 
by half in just three years without resorting to intermittent supply, and has become known as the best exa-
mple of a water-saving city in the world. 

Situated on the coast of the southern-most 
tip of sub-Saharan Africa, Cape Town is 
particularly vulnerable to climate change 
induced droughts, and is predicted to see 
lower and less reliable rainfall in the de-
cades and centuries ahead. At the same 
time, Cape Town has challenging socio-eco-
nomic issues, with many of those facing 
ongoing water stress being economically 
and socially marginalised. This combina-
tion of challenges became particularly 
visible during the drought, which lasted 
from 2015-18.

Cape Town’s Water Strategy

As a result, the city is now committed to 
strengthening its water resilience and 
thereby improving the quality of life of 
its citizens. This commitment was made 
official in the Cape Town Water Strategy, 
which details five separate commitments 
aimed at achieving 99.5% assurance of 
water supply by 2030.

Cape Town’s drought adaptation and water 
security strategy is a key pillar of the city’s 
fight against climate change. Cape Town is 
opting for a multi-dimensional approach, 
including behaviour change, demand ma-
nagement through pressure management 
and leak prevention, and implementing 
supply augmentation interventions such as 
desalination, groundwater use, water reuse 
and clearing invasive alien vegetation. 

A core commitment in Cape Town’s Wa-
ter Strategy is safe access to water and 
sanitation. The Water and Sanitation de-
partment can make the most difference 
here by increasing availability of toilets, 
locating them strategically, and promoting 
alternative typologies that remove the 
need to leave the home at night. 

Secondly, the city is committed to promo-
ting the wise use of water by all. This is 
achieved by revising by-laws and planning 
requirements, managing the water network 
more efficiently to reduce losses and non-re-
venue water, and promoting water-saving 
behaviour. Overall water use has reduced 
from 250 litres per person per day in 2004 
to 140 litres per person per day in 2021.

Another core pillar of the water strategy 
is to secure a sufficient, reliable supply 
of water from diverse sources, including 
groundwater abstraction, water reuse, and 
desalination. In total, the city is aiming to 
bring online approximately 300 million 
litres per day of new water over the next 
ten years, and in additional increments 
thereafter. This will be done through new 
incentives and regulatory mechanisms as 
well as through the way the city invests in 
new infrastructure.

A multifaceted  
implementation

Tapping into groundwater is well underway 
with two new aquifer abstraction sche-
mes having been established during the 
drought and an upgrade of an existing 
one having taken place. Managed Aquifer 
Recharge will be employed to maximise 
groundwater recharge and storage and 
prevent sea water intrusion at the Cape 
Flats Aquifer project as this is a shallow/
unconfined aquifer. Furthermore, the design 
of desalination and water reuse schemes 
are well-advanced. Lessons have been 
learned during operation of temporary 
desalination and a water reuse demons-
tration site that were procured during the 
drought emergency. 

Cape Town’s relationship with how it uses 
and consumes water is thus changing ra-
pidly. With the World Health Organisation 
stating that each person needs 50 litres of 
water per day for our basic needs, much is 
still to do to secure a sustainable pathway 
to the city’s water future for all of the most 
vulnerable members of society. But the 
city’s pro-active measures to reduce the 
risk of severe drought and its resilience 
during the water crisis are great examples 
of local adaptation leadership, preventing 
a near catastrophe in 2018 and boosting 
resilience and preparedness for the future.

CASE STUDY

This case study is based on the City of Cape Town’s 2021 response to the 
CDP-ICLEI Unified Reporting System, City of Cape Town’s Water Strategy 
2020, the help of the City of Cape Town staff and other publicly available 
sources. It has been endorsed by the City of Cape Town.

https://resource.capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/Documents/City%20strategies,%20plans%20and%20frameworks/Cape%20Town%20Water%20Strategy.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjBg87f57j1AhXBYMAKHXm2DuYQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https://resource.capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/Documents/City%2520strategies,%2520plans%2520and%2520frameworks/Cape%2520Town%2520Water%2520Strategy.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1HFzYluTSLS3WRdY2__MAd
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjBg87f57j1AhXBYMAKHXm2DuYQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https://resource.capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/Documents/City%2520strategies,%2520plans%2520and%2520frameworks/Cape%2520Town%2520Water%2520Strategy.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1HFzYluTSLS3WRdY2__MAd

