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1.
OVERVIEW
Service delivery is one of Government’s eight priorities as set out in the White paper on the transformation of the Public Service. To this effect, government has launched an initiative in South Africa under the banner of Batho Pele – meaning “People First” in Sesotho – aimed at improving the delivery of public services. Batho Pele further aims to ensure that attitudes, systems and procedures are capable of delivering enhanced public services. Batho Pele is also about ensuring that the resources available are used to the best possible extent, eliminating wasteful and expensive procedures and reducing unnecessary expenditure on inefficient processes and systems.
In line with the objective of creating a vibrant and growing municipality, the indigent support policy must also be aligned to the principles of Batho Pele.
Local government has also undergone unprecedented change in South Africa. This includes socio-economic issues in the wake of socio-political reform. To give effect to these changes, government has enacted a number of legislative requirements; some of them are incorporated within the below-mentioned acts:-
· The Constitution,

· The Municipal Systems Act,
· The Municipal Structures Act,
· The Municipal Finance Management Act, &

· The Division of Revenue Act.
Increased revenue forms the base for effective service delivery, infrastructure development, and economic growth. It also contributes to poverty alleviation, the eradication of unemployment, and the redistribution of resources including local economic empowerment.
2.
GOVERNING PRINCIPLES
During the 2000 and 2001 year, the Centre for Development Support at the University of the Free State conducted research into the practice of non payment of municipal services, in order to build capacity of local government political office bearers and officials. The purpose of this research was not only to explore payment practices, but also to investigate the economic consequences of non payment.
The main finding of this study was that in many instances, poverty was the main cause of non payment of services. Inequality and poverty were more pronounced amongst non paying households that were paying their municipal accounts in full, each month.

To address this situation, municipalities would have to make considerable efforts to design and implement an effective indigent support policy. Such policy would have to play a crucial role in affording the poorest of the poor access to basic services, in the process, partly alleviating the problem of non payment of services. In addition to this, it was vital that strong monitoring processes were put in place to ensure that such policy would not endanger fiscal sustainability of the municipality.

Chapter 7 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 108 of 1996 is specifically dedicated to Local Government. Specifically, Section 152 (1) of the Act covers the objects of Local Government. In summary, this section refers to the administrative responsibilities pertaining to Local Government, as well as the concentration on services, social and economic development, safety and health and community involvement issues; clearly a mandate to provide adequate basic services to the poorest of the poor.
Section 153 of the constitution goes on further to state that the municipality must structure and manage its administration, budgeting and planning processes to give priority to the basic needs of the community, and to promote the social and economic development of the community.
Of recent the promulgation of the Municipal Finance Management Act, No. 56 of 2003 had such a profound effect, that it resulted in the Municipal Systems Act being amended so as to corroborate one another, as applicable to Local Government.
Indigent management planning is a process through which a municipality, its constituencies, various service providers, interested and affected parties come together to identify indigent needs, prepare clear objectives and strategies which serve to guide the allocation and management of resources within the municipal area of jurisdiction. From this planning process, emanates an indigent process plan, which main objective is the improvement of co-ordination and integration of indigent planning and development within a municipal area. This plan must be reviewed yearly. The indigent policy is used by the municipality to fulfil its role of developmental local governance and access to basic services by the poorest of the poor. 
Due to divergent views being held with regard to indigent policies, it was important to get some perspective from the background of people who regarded themselves as indigent. The attached table provides a summary of characteristics of poor persons:

	CHARACTERISTICS 
	RELATED ISSUES 

	Financial 
	· Unemployed.

· Low income.

· Irresponsibility in terms of management of finances.

· Debt.

· Inability to pay for services. 

	Personal life necessities 
	· Need for basic food.

· Water and sanitation.

· Quality of clothes.
· Begging for food.

· Malnutrition. 

	Housing 
	· Overcrowded houses.

· General appearance of house and quality of furniture.

· No electricity connection or any form of lights.

· Nothing other than firewood for source of energy. 

	Spiritual 
	· Orphaned children.

· Disabled persons.

· Unhappy, spiritually unfulfilled and destitute people.

· No education / no vocation / training. 


3.
INDIGENT MANAGEMENT POLICY
Statistics as shown in the below mentioned table, show that rural population mainly characterises the district; with most of the land falling under traditional authority administration. There are more females in the district than there are males. This demographic profile calls for initiatives targeting woman headed households in the district. An important aspect of this profile is that it reflects a cohort that is more vulnerable to HIV and aids, crime and violence. The rural/urban split clearly shows the extent of development challenges that the district is facing; particular emphasis being paid towards servicing the poorest of the poor.

	KEY DEMOGRAPHICS INFORMATION
	DETAILS

	Extent of the District
	5 866 km²

	Population
	704 028

	Number of Households
	150 600

	Urban Population
	16%

	Rural Population
	84%

	Female Population
	54%

	Male Population
	46%

	Number of Traditional Authorities
	54

	Extent of Traditional Authority Land
	3 450 km²

	Extent of Private and Stake Land
	2 415 km²


Access to clean drinking water, electricity, sanitation, shelter and primary health facilities are considered to be one of the key basic services a municipality must provide.

The demographics show a noticeable uneven development within the district. On the one hand there is a noticeable rural/urban divide coupled with high levels of poverty in rural areas. The causes of rural poverty are very complex and are a mixture of various forces. Basic to poverty in the Ugu district is access to basic services, health services, employment and land. The Ugu District Municipal vision elements, relating to addressing imbalances of the past and basic service provision, needs to be translated into substantial development strategies in order to address these challenges; one such strategy being that of an effective indigent support management programme.
3.1
Legislative Background
Poverty alleviation and the rendering of basic services to residents of towns, cities and rural areas who cannot afford to for essential services are rated highly on the priority list of government.  This is reflected in documents such as the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, The Municipal Systems Act, 2000 and the Municipal Finance Management Act No 56 of 2003.  South African municipalities are, in terms of the Constitution, entitled to an equitable share (DORA) raised nationally to enable them to provide basic services. For most municipalities, these include portable water, roads, sewerage, and refuse collection.  To manage the equitable share, every municipality must adopt an indigent support policy which must at least set out:

●
Conditions for qualification;
●
Procedures for identifying the indigent households;
●
Procedures for verifying the authenticity of information received;
●
Definition of an indigent consumer;
●
Process for applying for the indigent subsidy;
●
Administration of the indigent subsidy;
●
Monitoring the efficiency of implementation;
●
Detecting and dealing with fraud;
●
Community education with regard to the policy;
●
Minimum thresholds and levels of service provided; &
●
Services that qualify for indigent subsidization.
It is on this background that Ugu District Municipality developed their Indigent support policy. In terms of a broad overview, the policy covers:
3.2
Residential
· The subsidy applies to a household; not an individual.
· The members of the household must either be unemployed, or receiving two times the monthly state old age pension, or

· The gross monthly income of all members of the household must not exceed R2 000 per month.
· The applicants, as well as any other member of the household, shall not own other fixed property, other than the one on which they reside.
· Each household receives 12kl of free basic water per month.
3.3
Institutions
· Registered non-profit organizations catering for the needs of the aged, destitute, and sickly who do not receive a subsidy from the government for the running of the institution, with respect to water and sanitation.

· Each application is assessed based on the number of persons per household (8 people per household = 12kl/month).
· Each applicant is approved by the Executive Committee of the Council.
3.4
Qualifying Requirements
The following documentation is required upon application:

(i)
Residential
a) 
Copies of identity documents for household members 18 years and above;
b) 
Copies of birth certificates of household members younger than 18 years;
c) 
Copies of proof of income or written affidavits confirming the status of employment or circumstances from each household member 18 years and above;
d)
Proof of ownership or occupancy e.g. lease or rental agreement or letter from ward councilor confirming occupancy status; &
e)
Where property owner or account holder is deceased, copy of the death certificate letter from ward councilor.
(ii) Institution
a) Copies of registration documents of the institution;
b) An affidavit from the person authorized to act on behalf of the institution, stating the number of people accommodated; &
c) Copies of audited financial statements of the institution.
3.5
Application and Processing
· The legal owner or tenant who is responsible for the payment of the account must apply to be registered as an indigent consumer.
· In the case of an institution the chairperson, treasurer, secretary or any other person authorized to act on behalf of the institution, must apply for the institution to be registered to receive indigent support benefits on behalf of qualifying residents.
· A special committee is responsible for the Administration of the programme.
· Applications are processed within two weeks of receipt by the Municipality of same.
· For the purposes of transparency, key information of all the recipients of the indigent support shall be displayed annually on all the Council’s notice boards and notice boards of local municipalities.

· Upon approval of the application, the Municipality provides:

-
Basic municipal services in the form of water and sanitation;
-
Once off credit equivalent to the outstanding balance of the dwelling at the time of approval;
-
Where there are leaks after the meter or in the property, they may be attended to in terms of municipal bylaws and the cost is recovered from the indigent support allocation; &
-
Excess usage in the event of death, is also recovered from the indigent support allocation.
3.6
Communication of Policy
The municipality communicates the policy, and any new amendments thereto through the following structures:
· Ward Committees;
· Wards Councilors;
· Community Meetings;
· Budget and IDP road shows;
· Local Media;
· Message on hold in our telephone system;
· Internal intervention through our credit control department; &
· Special events (Water week, Municipal service week, etc).
3.7
Responsibility of the Indigent Support Beneficiary
· The applicant should at least, after 21 days have lapsed without receiving any feedback from the municipality, enquire through the call centre of progress.
· The beneficiary should inform the municipality of any changes in his/her status, in terms of employment.
· The applicant should pay for all excess amounts used in the case of excessive consumption of the basic municipal services by due date.
· Credit control and debt collection procedures will apply in cases of non-payment.
3.8
Verification and withdrawal of indigent support by the municipality
· Verification of the status of beneficiaries is performed annually.
· Upon verification and if it is discovered that the beneficiary is misusing or providing incorrect information, the Municipality reserves the right to withdraw the subsidy.
· All the monies that have been given as relief to the recipient of the subsidy will be recovered.
· The municipality shall apply its debt collection and credit control procedures.
· A criminal charge of fraud against the beneficiary will be instituted by the Municipality.
· In the event of death of one of the members of the household and where the flow has been limited, full flow will be reinstated from the day of death to the day of the funeral, after which the flow will be limited again.
· In the event a household member or an institution’s resident suffers from a sickness requiring excess usage of water, such household shall apply for an additional allocation of water.
3.9
Indigent consumers registered on the database


The number of indigent consumers registered on the municipal database, together with cost of subsidy, is as follows:
	MONTHS
	NO. OF HOUSEHOLDS  APPROVED
	CUMULATIVE NO. OF HOUSEHOLDS - BENEFITED
	TOTAL AMOUNT FOR INDIGENT SUBSIDY 

	Jul-07 
	28
	3176
	               345,884.75 

	Aug-07 
	32
	3208
	               401,780.05 

	Sep-07 
	19
	3227
	               357,258.00 

	Oct-07 
	46
	3273
	               381,582.33 

	Nov-07 
	47
	3320
	               405,361.71 

	Dec-07 
	40
	3360
	               749,553.05 

	Jan-08
	53
	3413
	               434,281.16 

	Feb-08
	477
	3890
	               968,683.16 

	Mar-08
	43
	3933
	               572,137.66 

	Apr-08
	58
	3991
	               399,286.59 

	May-08
	43
	4034
	               547,911.45 

	Jun-08
	97
	4131
	            2,818,805.30 

	TOTAL
	983
	 
	        R 8,382,525.21 


4.
INDIGENT MANAGEMENT PROCEDURES
The practical procedures followed by the municipality, in respect of indigent management are as follows:
· Receive request from the customer (request can be in writing or in person). 

· Check details of the consumer account, i.e. is the applicant the account holder or not. 

· If the request is in writing, a copy of the indigent application form is sent to the applicant with the details of all required information. 

· The details of the policy are explained to the customer for clarity purposes in terms of how the policy works, who benefits, what happens in cases of change in status of the applicant, etc. 

· If the applicant came in person the application form is completed.
· Copies of all the relevant documentation as per the policy must be attached. 

· In case of outstanding documentation, the applicant will be notified in writing of same, and will be advised that the onus lies with him/her to check the status of his application through the call centre within 21 days. 

· Request is entered in a register and a number is allocated to the application. 

· A card is issued to the applicant with the application number for control purposes. 

· Written correspondence is sent to the applicant notifying him/her that his application has been received, and will be processed within 14 days. 

· A note is entered in the computer system indicating the potential status of the application, for enquiry purposes.
· The application is forwarded to the free basic services coordinator for processing. 

· The free basic services coordinator recommends for approval and forwards to the manager for approval. 

· In the event of an application by an Institution, the above processes will apply, but the actual approval thereof will be done by the Executive Committee. 

· Upon approval, a letter is sent to the customer informing him/her of same, and also advising him/her about the outstanding monies that will be credited to his or her account. 

· The relevant customer account is credited with the amount that is outstanding as at the time of approval, and a journal is sent to the manager for authorization. 

· After authorization by the manager, the journal is sent to the data capturers for capturing.
· A copy of the same information is sent to the billing section for linking the indigent consumer to the correct indigent tariffs. 

· A copy of the captured information from the billing section and data capturers will be sent back to the free basic services coordinator to check that the amounts have been captured correctly, that the correct tariffs have been linked and that the correct classification is entered in the customer account. 

· All relevant documents are filed accordingly.
· The monitoring process continues with periodic random verification being done for indigent consumers registered on the database.
5.
POLICY DESIGN PROBLEMS
5.1 The unconditional nature of the equitable share grants by National Government leads to discrepancies in interpretation. The interpretation of the targeted approach seems to be within the spirit of the “S” grant, which is to enhance equity with regard to the provision of essential services. Utilisation of this grant for the benefit of any members of the community, other than the poor, contradicts the objective of equity.
5.2 No evidence of well conducted socio economic research in the design of the policy. Such efforts could lead to the conclusion that the focus on the indigent factor in isolation from other socio-economic problems would merely be to address the consequences rather than the causes of the problem. This leaves room for doubts about the validity of the policy and difficult, if not possible, to determine whether the needs of the right people were addressed and whether the objectives have been achieved.
5.3 There is also no evidence of a scientific base for the determination of the qualifying criteria for households to be registered as beneficiaries of the grant. Many councillors and members of the community complained about the inadequacy of the qualifying amount (based on the amount of old age pensions) and suggested that it should be increased.
5.4 Inadequate consultation with the community in the design of policy. Opinions expressed by members of the community show a level of mistrust in existing structures such as ward committees as consultation mechanisms. It is from this background that the formulation of indigent policies is seen as a unilateral process that does not necessarily represent the views of the indigent people.
5.5 No doubt, need for the existence of an indigent policy was justified. The unemployment rate was high and the poor needed assistance. One of the most pressing needs was education since it was only through education that people could be empowered. Furthermore, this was seen as a Constitutional obligation of municipalities to provide their clients with basic municipal services.
5.6 Lack of understanding by officials in the content of the policy; especially the level of staff actively interacting with the community on a day to day basis. Training of such staff members take place on an adhoc basis. Management, who are involved in the preparation of the policy fail to communicate the policy and adequately train staff in the effective implementation thereof.
5.7 Absence of a customer based approach in dealing with the public during consultation. The customers claim that maybe because they are the elderly who are staying in very un-fashionable area. The feeling was that the municipality was not doing enough to inform them about the policy, some citing reasons as them being too old and the municipality not being sensitive to their daily bread and butter issues. Some claim that they were always told to pay, no one really bothers to tell them about opportunities when they arise.
5.8
Insufficient input and consultation from the Leadership in the design of the policy. What was found generally was that Leaders tended to question the policy once implemented, rather than to have considered all inputs and queried potential problem areas during the policy formulation process.
6.
POLICY IMPLEMENTATION PROBLEMS
During the implementation of the indigent support policy of the municipality, the undermentioned were some of the most fundamental problems experienced:

6.1 False information being submitted by applicants.
6.2 Lack of understanding by residents of the policy objectives.
6.3 Lack of both human and financial resources. This often leads to delays between the application and registration dates.
6.4 Lack of communication between the different departments.
6.5 Before a household is declared indigent, the unpaid account is handed over to attorneys for collection.
6.6 Methods used to evaluate and verify the indigent status of a household.
6.7 Lack of community commitment to service provision.
6.8 Households generally would have to reapply for indigent provision after one year.
6.9 Households keep on applying for registration despite being advised of rejection of previous applications.
6.10 Limited verification officers, hence the quality of service is compromised.
6.11 Need for further decentralised offices to enhance accessibility.
6.12 Community not properly informed about the policy.
6.13 Attitude of municipal officials when dealing with ill-informed and illiterate inhabitants leaves much to be desired.
6.14 Field workers themselves are not fully apprised of the policy.
6.15 Different methods utilised in the identification of beneficiaries.
6.16 Different methods utilised in the process of verification of applicants.
6.17 Ineffective communication measures in the publicising of the policy and call for beneficiaries.
6.18 The perceived culture of dependency on “a free service.”
6.19 Inadequate monitoring processes put in place.
6.20 Manipulation of the process of verification by both the household and the officials.
6.21 Slow decisions in the implementation of the policy.
6.22 Format of municipal accounts are complex and cannot be interpreted by the consumer.
6.23 The actual registration process is not user friendly and therefore unfair.
6.24 The appointment of officials and field workers from outside the area of jurisdiction, instead of locals.
6.25 Lack of fool proof mechanism to prevent abuse.
6.26 Late response by technicians to repair leaks that have been reported.
6.27 Use of councilors in the verification process not full proof.
6.28 Understanding the policy and the processes of application.
6.29 Unavailability of offices closer to the communities where they can apply.
6.30 Abuse of services due to the understanding that they are free.
6.31 Water loss through leaking taps and toilets.
6.32 Little commitment on preserving water which is a National call.
6.33
Illegal water connections.
7.
SUGGESTED STRATEGIES AND INNOVATIONS
7.1 Much more time and energy must be expended in addressing the real causes of the indigent situation.
7.2 In terms of intergovernmental fiscal relations, there must be implementation of the Constitutional provision for co-operative governance between municipalities and the other spheres of government.
7.3 Serious efforts made to re-activate municipal and community structures to fulfil their roles as representative bodies of the community.
7.4 Assess the impact of indigent policy on the quality of life of the poor, leading to the potential conclusion that equitable share grant should rather be made partially conditional.
7.5 Spending time on the design and implementation of monitoring and control mechanisms in respect of indigent.
7.6 Redo the orientation process again for Councillors, officials and field workers to affirm the understanding of the policy and implementation thereof.
7.7 The design of procedures for the identification of indigent households should be undertaken in close collaboration with potential and current beneficiaries of the subsidy.
7.8 Educational programs for the community should be based on a needs analysis.
7.9 Identification procedures should place the onus on members of households to prove that they qualify for subsidies in accordance with set criteria.
7.10 Officials charged with the responsibility for verifying applications must be easily identifiable and trained to deal with sensitive matters.
7.11 Officials must be proficient in the language of the residents.
7.12 Officials and Councillors must treat indigent people with dignity and respect.
7.13 The community strategy must be based on the Batho Pele principles.
7.14 To use the financial position of the household as the only criteria for qualification and to exclude properties from that process.
7.15
Mobile and well scheduled pay points and query work stations must be communicated to the public.
8.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
· The problem of indigence is one that will remain an integral part of the municipal policy agenda for years and even decades to come.

· The lack of sufficient sources of revenue remains the greatest stumbling block in the delivery of services to consumers.

· The revision and implementation of an indigent policy still suffers from some inherent problems.

· The amount and characteristic of the equitable share grant still creates some problems.

· Although Councillors and Officials are committed to the fair revision and implementation of the policy, the execution of such process is complex.

· Communication of availed indigent benefits to the community still remains a serious challenge.
· Processes of indigent policy revision and implementation must be undertaken within the broader context of poverty alleviation.

· A diversified and sustained revenue base verses indigent support and free basic services still remains a challenge.

· Despite the challenges experienced with regard to indigent support implementation, the work done so far by municipalities must be applauded.
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