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international institutions, non-governmental organizations and the private sector 
wherein water polices, initiatives and reforms are made and implemented at 
different levels and scales. Actor interactions in urban water regimes are complex 
and long-term processes leading to changes in technology, policies, politics, power 
dynamic and economics. During this process, urban water regimes shape certain 
institutional, managerial, political, and social attributes, which once established 
resist change. Hence, understanding the mechanisms and conditions that lead to the 
emergence of urban water regimes in a given context is crucial to addressing the 
inequality in access to water that is evident in many cities in the global South.  
 
The ultimate objective of this research is to develop a theoretical understanding of 
the conditions and recurring mechanisms driving urban water regimes, which in 
turn, lead to the inequality in access to water, applying to different groups, that is 
faced in many cities of the global South. In this light, the research questions are 
formulated as follows: 
 

1. What are urban water regimes and what drives them? (Chapter II)  

2. Why and how do they reproduce inequality in access to water in cities of 
the global South? (Chapter III) 

3. Why are they so persistent? (Chapter IV)  

4. What can be done to change the situation? (Chapter V) 

A sustainability science analysis 

The analysis here is undertaken within sustainability science and seeks to contribute 
to the further development of the field. In recent decades there has been widespread 
recognition that the application of disciplinary knowledge does not suffice to give 
an understanding of a complex process like the emergence of urban water regimes. 
In response, sustainability science has developed to broaden our knowledge about 
complex social and environmental issues. Research in this field attempts to 
strengthen the dialogue between society and science (Gibbons, 1999, Kates et al., 
2001, Clark and Dickson, 2003, Martens, 2006, Kajikawa, 2008, Jerneck et al., 
2011). Moreover, it explores interactions between society and nature while seeking 
to combine critical thinking and problem-solving research across academic 
disciplines (ibid). In addition, a combination of spatial and temporal analyses is 
routine in sustainability science. By integrating social and natural dimensions of 
sustainability, this evolving scientific field acknowledges that understanding 
contemporary complex problems requires new and creative theoretical and 
methodological approaches (Turner and Robbins, 2008, Ostrom, 2009a, Rotmans 
and Loorbach, 2009, Geels, 2010, Jerneck et al., 2011). This makes sustainability 
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science a suitable scientific field for studying urban water regimes as they are 
themselves complex systems comprising social, ecological and technological 
components that fall under the purview of different disciplines, such as sociology, 
political science, environmental studies, climatology, hydrology, etc. Such complex 
systems require a multi- scalar and multi-level perspective on the interplay between 
actors, the geo-historical conditions where they interact, and the relationships 
among these actors, for example, between policy-makers and civil society.  
 
Epistemologically, sustainability science integrates the social and natural 
dimensions of sustainability in a common frame to analyze persistent problems like 
unequal water access in urban areas. Since its emergence in the 1990s, a variety of 
theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches have been applied in 
analyzing complex sustainability challenges, such as climate change, water 
shortage, biodiversity and land-use change by integrating theories, concepts, 
methods and knowledge from different disciplines. Table 1 shows some of these 
approaches.  
 
Table 1. Examples of applied approaches in sustainability science 

 

 
The discipline / 

school originated 
from 

Central themes of 
analyses 

Aims in relation to 
sustainability science 

DPSIR 
(Driving 
forces, 
Pressure,. 
State, Impact, 
and Response)  

Environmental 
studies, European 
environment 
agency 

Indicators, short term 
vs. long term 
responses, feedback 
loop 

Develop socio-environmental 
indicators for policy-makers 
(Edith and Rob, 1999, Carr et 
al., 2007) 

SES (Socio-
Ecological 
Systems) 
Framework 

Systems ecology, 
New institutional 
economy 
 

Institutions, collective 
action, governance, 
polycentric systems, 
global to local 
linkages, rules of the 
game, resilience 

Govern the commons  
sustainably, Make a resilient 
ecosystem/society (Anderies et 
al., 2004, Ostrom, 2009a, 
Folke et al., 2002) 

Transition 
Framework 
(MLP & TM) 

Science and 
technology 
studies, 
Complexity 
science, 
Innovation system 

Transition, global to 
local linkages, 
innovation, regime 
shifts, governance, 
participation, social 
learning 

Make sustainability transitions 
happen,  Support action toward 
sustainability transitions 
(Geels, 2002, Geels, 2011, 
Rotmans et al., 2001, van den 
Bergh et al., 2011) 

Political 
Ecology 
Approaches 

Human 
geography/ 
Political economy 

Power analysis, socio-
environmental 
conflicts, justice and 
fairness, social 
movements 

Politicize socio-environmental 
issues, power consolidation 
(Forsyth, 2003, Robbins, 2012) 
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mechanisms causing those empirical experiences. For example, the actual domain 
can include social and political concerns behind water policy at national and 
international levels. The real domain revolves around the enduring structures that 
cause actual events which are geographically and historically shaped (ibid).  
 
Epistemologically, CR focuses on necessity and contingency rather than regularity, 
which according to a positivist perspective, assumes there is a one-to-one 
relationship between structures and events in the closed systems of scientific 
experiments. Instead, CR posits that social open systems are more messy and 
ambiguous than our theories of them. Therefore, the events that can be observed are 
products of different causal processes (a, b and c in Figure 1) emerging from many 
interacting structures and mechanisms. In creating knowledge about these causal 
processes, CR suggests the use of different theories and methods based on the 
observed phenomenon (inequality in water access) and the discipline wherein the 
subject is studied (sustainability science).  
 
Considering the ontological and epistemological stands above, employing a critical 
realist approach is beneficial for this research in two ways. First, we can go beyond 
the objectivism of positivists, who fail to acknowledge that there are underlying and 
unobservable factors and structural powers behind empirical events (Sayer, 2000). 
Second, we avoid the relativism of constructivists, who perceive knowledge 
development as the interpretation of events by different individuals and groups, and 
who, therefore, conclude that generalization about the phenomena that we observe 
is not feasible (ibid). In using a critical realist approach, there is no intention of 
saying  there are fixed laws under which urban water regimes emerge, but instead 
that there might be recurring patterns in different settings leading to urban water 
regimes that reinforce unequal water access. Pinning down these mechanisms and 
conditions not only allows us to create a more comprehensive knowledge about the 
real world (even though it cannot be a complete reflection of it), but also gives us 
some ideas about where and how to begin to address the similar social and 
environmental challenges.  

The interplay of structure and agency in CR 

The use of a critical realist approach is beneficial not only when analyzing urban 
water regimes, but also in revealing the strategies that can affect enduring social 
structures that perpetuate inequality in access to water. This brings us to the 
interplay of structure and agency in CR. Archer (1995) suggests one of the most 
important philosophical interventions to approach structure, agency and social 
change. Concerning social structure, Archer posits in her book, Realist Social 
Theory (Archer 1995), that:  
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The triangulation of data from official documents, scientific journals and in situ 
observations/interviews were used to compare, contrast and analyze data about 
actual quality of water access and services. The data were triangulated based on 
questions revolving around water connectivity, sufficiency of supply, water-
filtering devices, water pressure, frequency of water availability, affordability of 
price as well as the incidence of water related diseases and predicaments in the 
household. As an example, I compared the definition of water coverage in the 
official documents with observation from the field and interviews with people as 
well as data obtained from other research studies, all confirming that what is 
considered to be sufficient water use per person scarcely matches the actual needs 
of households on the ground. Therefore, what constitutes promising and successful 
governance practices in terms of water coverage does not necessarily mean that 
people in these areas have no difficulty in access to water. These research methods 
are further elaborated in the attached articles (See Article I and II). 
 
Here it is important to note that the emphasis of this research is to understand the 
persistent and ubiquitous problem of evident inequality in access to water that 
applies to different groups, which is hypothesized to be an outcome of systematic 
features of locked-in urban water regimes. Water is essential for the sustenance of 
life and, therefore, water services should be provided by society to all its members 
on a principle of justice without being subject either to the potential arbitrariness of 
political whim or to the harshness of market forces but should rather fall in the realm 
of human rights. 
 
This, in turn, excludes a number of areas of research, e.g., how citizens perceive 
inequality in water access, how they deal with it on a daily basis and how they see 
the ways out of it. Addressing these questions would require ethnographic research 
wherein more active participant observation might help to broaden knowledge about 
the implications of the problem. Nevertheless, these potentially interesting topics 
and research methods remain outside the scope of this research. 
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II. Understanding driving forces 
behind urban water regimes 

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework used to analyze urban water regimes 
and to identify mechanisms shaping their characteristics. This entails an overview 
of the transition framework, urban political ecology insights and how they can be 
integrated.  

A transition perspective 

Centering on sustainability transition processes, the transition framework is a 
systematic approach to address the complexity of sustainability issues in functional 
domains like agriculture, health care, transport, water, food and, energy (van den 
Bergh et al., 2011). Sustainability transitions are conceptualized to entail changes in 
technology, culture, policies, politics, power and economics, meaning that a wide 
range of vested interests are involved in these processes promoting particular 
solutions, policy instruments or packages (Geels, 2011). This makes the concept of 
sustainability transitions political, normative and contested (Geels, 2011, Loorbach 
et al., 2011, Meadowcroft, 2011).  
 
Transition thinking is essentially concerned with tackling persistent social problems 
by capturing all dimensions of change in technology as well as in social, economic 
and institutional conditions, in order to explain major transitions in a specific 
domain. In doing so, transition analysis involves applying combinations of different 
disciplinary and inter-disciplinary concepts (e.g. complex system theory, social 
studies of technology and governance) to analyze the interplay of actors at different 
levels (macro, meso, micro) leading to different transition pathways, as shown in 
Figure 2.  
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The focus in transition studies is on regimes at the meso level and their interaction 
with niche actors at the micro level, and with landscape pressures at the macro level. 
In this research, the attributes of urban water regimes and inequality in the terms of 
access to water are deemed to be manifestations of unsustainability of urban water 
systems. Changes in such systems can be characterized by a complex and long-term 
process comprising multiple actors at different scales and levels. This process 
entails changes in technology, culture, policies, politics, power and economics 
where a wide range of vested interests are involved to promote particular solutions, 
policy instruments or packages. The complexity of this (so called) transition process 
requires interdisciplinary frameworks that can explore processes of change from 
different disciplines and social perspectives (Geels, 2002, Geels, 2010, Geels, 2011, 
Loorbach, 2007, Loorbach et al., 2011, Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009, van der 
Brugge et al., 2005, Meadowcroft, 2011).  
 
In the water domain, the usefulness of transition thinking is illustrated by several 
case studies analyzing societal changes in the water governance systems (van der 
Brugge et al., 2005, Pahl-Wostl, 2007, van der Brugge and Rotmans, 2007, Holtz et 
al., 2008, Brown et al., 2009, van de Meene and Brown, 2009). First, the framework 
offers a frame to discuss differences in perception, ambition and understanding of 
sustainability as a normative goal, and to orient these aspirations into efforts in a 
systematic way (Meadowcroft, 2011). Second, the transition heuristic allows 
incorporation of different theories to be combined to explore the intricacy of 
interactions among critical components of a water governance system, i.e. water 
legislation, policies, and reforms, civil society, policy-makers and water 
organizations (Geels, 2010). By employing different social theories within a 
transition framework, governance practices and their role in change processes can 
be more comprehensively analyzed and assessed. Third, the transition heuristic 
comprises a practical toolbox of participatory techniques to choose from and to scale 

Figure 2. The multi-level and multi-phase  perspective 
(Geels, 2002, Rotmans et al., 2001) 
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Another important critique relevant for the analyses here is related to the ambiguity 
of the regime concept and its application to empirical cases (Berkhout and Smith, 
2004, Genus and Coles, 2008, Markard and Truffer, 2008). Criticisms of this aspect 
often revolve around the problem of drawing boundaries for the regime both in 
terms of conceptualization and in terms of application. For example, Genus and 
Coles (2008) have contended that the MLP framework can only offer a heuristic 
device to organize sets of data but no critical discussion on choices and definitions 
of niche, regime and landscape levels. Hence, they have offered a constructivist 
approach, based on actor-network theory to construct and identify actors, networks 
and interactions (ibid). Markard and Truffer (2008) who argue that the regime 
concept can be interpreted both as a rule set and as a system have concluded that the 
regime should be elaborated and coherently justified before it is applied. In 
response, Geels (2011) states that MLP does not prescribe how broad or narrow the 
concept of regime should be. Instead, the analyst should articulate the concept based 
on the object of analysis. Therefore, what constitutes a regime depends on the 
subject matter and theories utilized to investigate it. 
 
In an attempt to delineate the concept of regime in connection with water 
governance analyses, Holtz et al. (2008) describe different characteristics of a 
regime, such as the autonomy, coherence, heterogeneity, purposefulness, and 
stability of actors. These attributes, in sum, indicate that regimes are autonomous 
and stable societal systems that serve one or several societal functions bearing on 
human needs while comprising multiple and heterogeneous actors (Holtz et al., 
2008). Inspired by new-institutionalism considerations, some researchers have 
contributed to the delineation of urban water regimes by focusing on technological 
aspects of water organizations as well as regulations, norms and values embedded 
in the management of water resources and services (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007, Brown 
et al., 2009). However, in this dissertation, the aim is to contribute to the 
development of the concept through empirical demarcation of the urban water 
regime in selected case studies. The focus here is on socio-political aspects of the 
regime by incorporating insights from political economy and ecology in which the 
politics of governance arrangements is discussed and the impacts on water access 
and distribution are outlined (Loftus and McDonald, 2001, Castro, 2004, Heynen et 
al., 2006, Bakker, 2010). These insights are elaborated in the next section. 
 
Last but not least, the processes of niche empowerment though the transition 
management cycle are questioned (Smith and Stirling, 2010, Smith et al., 2005). In 
the transition framework, socio-technological niche experiments are seen as bottom-
up governance initiatives intended to challenge regime practices and achieve 
sustainability goals. In terms of operationalization of these arenas, the transition 
management literature suggests the involvement of visionary frontrunners and their 
actor-networks to create new narratives to the evolving scientific agendas and on-
the-ground experiments (Brown et al., 2013). This process is assumed to lead to new 
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Urban political ecology is a more specific school of critical thinking which centers 
on environmental issues in relation to urban areas (Heynen et al., 2006).  The field 
of urban political ecology translates these arguments into the urban context and 
seeks to highlight the importance of the ecological in urban theory, for example by 
showing the driving forces behind environmental issues (Heynen et al., 2006). The 
central message emerging for this field is that:  

While understanding of the changes that have occurred within urban environments 
lies at the heart of political-ecology research, they must be understood within the 
contexts of the economic, political and social relations that have led to urban 
environmental change. It is therefore necessary to focus on the political economic 
processes that bring about injustice and not only the natural artefacts that are 
produced through these uneven social processes (Heynen et al., 2006). 

Urban political ecology often engages with normative questions regarding the 
nature of urban processes under capitalism. This field, in short, provides insights 
from critical thinking traditions (e.g. theories of neoliberalism, post-colonial theory, 
gender studies, etc.) to be applied to subjects like environmental justice, urban 
conflicts, etc. It also seeks to throw light on radically emancipatory forms of 
urbanism through the study of historical and contemporary urban movements within 
suppressed cities (ibid).  
 
There is a large body of literature on urban water regimes drawing on the politics of  
governance arrangements, and how they affect water allocation and distribution in 
cities (Loftus and McDonald, 2001, Castro, 2004, Swyngedouw, 2006, Bakker, 
2010). Such research often investigates the political and economic processes and 
struggles that shape and reshape water policies and practices from a critical urban 
perspective (ibid). Within this field, the concept of urban water regime focuses on 
formal and informal institutional arrangements of private and public actors that deal 
with the regulation of water in an urban region. Hence, urban water regimes are 
conceptualized in relation to economic, social, cultural, political and ecological 
institutions and activities on other scales than merely the local (Heynen et al., 2006). 
In a sense, the concept of regime is ultimately concerned with regulation, property 
rights and ownership (ibid).  
 
This conceptualization is used in the next chapter to complement the earlier 
definition of urban water regimes and to investigate the extent to which the problem 
of inequality in access to water is rooted in a capitalistic conceptualization of rights 
and responsibilities over water and its management.  
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As cities grow, local water resources may no longer be sufficient to enable water 
utilities to provide adequate supplies to the municipal users on a sustainable basis. 
More importantly, the fast growing urban centers in South Africa and India (as also 
in many other Southern countries) are located in semi-arid and arid areas in which 
rainfall is erratic, making the supplies from local water bodies such as ponds and 
wells unreliable (Lundqvist et al., 2003). Growing rates of urbanization and 
increased economic activities force these cities to depend heavily on long-distance 
transfer of water (ibid). This imposes enormous social and environmental challenges 
both on the hinterland and within the cities (ibid). For example, municipal and 
industrial water uses in developing countries are expected to double between 1995 
and 2025 compared to the increase of irrigation water use by only 4% (HDR, 2006). 
 
Along with accelerated economic growth, social inequalities have increased in the 
last decade in both countries thus perpetuating the social differentiation that is 
historically rooted in the apartheid system in South Africa and the caste system in 
India (ADB, 2012, Heller, 2009). While formal constitutional democracy has been 
consolidated in both countries, there is little evidence of active engagement of 
subordinate groups in shaping public policy (Heller, 2009). Unequal access to 
education, health and public services such as water and electricity has hindered 
opportunities for low-income households to raise their living standards (ibid). 
 
In response, both governments have developed a great number of urban and water 
policies to realize their aspirations to fulfill world-class water provision. In South 

Figure 3. Population density in South Africa and India 

Sources: (StatSA, 2005, CC, 2006) 
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relocated to the peripheries under the BSUP housing project, although their 
livelihood and living conditions, including access to water, are reported to be 
affected adversely (Chaplin, 2011, Kundu and Samanta, 2011, Sharma, 2010, 
Mahadevi, 2011). In low-income areas, the water connection is often shared among 
a group of households, making the water bills much higher than single household 
usage since the billing calculation is made on the basis of increasing block tariffs 
(HMWSSB, 2008). In more than 90% of cases, water consumption among users 
with private metered connections (mainly middle and upper class) falls under the 
first couple of blocks of water tariffs (up to 30 kilo-liters per month) where water is 
highly subsidized and relatively cheap, less than 12 Rs per kilo-liter (HMWSSB, 
2008, Ramachandraiah and Vedakumar, 2007, Whittington, 2003). On the other 
hand, users sharing only one connection end up paying more per kiloliter since 
higher blocks of water tariffs are not subsidized. In slum areas, where dwellers have 
no access to the water network, the situation is even worse. Poor households rely on 
tankers or cart vendors charging 2 to 20 times more per liter of water as compared 
to households with regular water network connections (Davis et al., 2008).  
 
The poor quality of water access and delivery has resulted in many health issues 
such as gastro-enteritis, dysentery, liver enlargement, malnutrition, ringworm, 
scabies and other skin diseases (McKenzie and Ray, 2009). This was also confirmed 
by interviews in the three study sites where respondents raised their concerns about 
diseases like diarrhea, stomach problems, and skin rashes that might be related to 
water quality. As stated by interviewees, the high price of drinking water treatment 
devices has made access to purified water very expensive, and in some cases, 
unaffordable. 
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Interplay of landscape, regime and niche levels 

As briefly mentioned above and explained at length in the articles, despite the 
promising urban plans and water policy in the case-study cities, provision and 
distribution of water to the users have been on an unsustainable basis as summarized 
in Figure 4.  

 
The urban water regimes in Hyderabad and Johannesburg follow the ideology of 
water as an economic good in which public-private partnerships pave the way 
towards privatization of water services. In fact, privatization of water service 
delivery has already started in Delhi (The Times of India, 2012, The Times of India, 
2011). As in many other developing countries, the urban water regime is dominated 
by technocratic approaches by which long-distance transfer of water to secure city 
development is promoted.  This is often done without considering environmental 
damage and impacts on agriculture. From a distributional perspective, there is an 
apparent inequality in access to water services. While high and middle-income 
earners benefit from the organizational reforms in water service delivery and have 
access to improved services, urban low-income earners are largely excluded (See 
Article II). This is far from fulfilling the objectives of the water initiatives and the 
pro-poor policy (See Article II and III). 
 
In understanding the mechanisms shaping the regime, Geels (2011) highlights the 
role of landscape pressures on the regime as well as their influence on niche 
experiments. The interaction of these levels and how they eventually lead to 
inequality in water access in our examples is explained below. 

Figure 4. Salient attributes of the urban water regimes in Johannesburg and 
Hyderabad expressed in conceptual terms. 
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areas, the unit water price becomes higher than the price in rich areas with improved 
and efficient pipe networks (See Article I and II). Hence, low-income households 
pay a higher percentage of their income to get access to water (which is relatively 
expensive per drop), and cannot afford services of the same quality as those 
provided in high-income areas.  
 
As argued by Bakker (2010), as the result of this landscape pressure, governments 
(as the main regime actor in our cases) often restrict the water services to wealthy 
elites for various reasons, such as fiscal constraints, lack of managerial capacity and 
clientlism. These strategies and patterns, particularly where they entail spatial 
variation, might imply an intensification of neoliberalization. In other words, the 
government agencies at different levels, which in principle should represent the 
interests of all citizens, are less able to act on the basis of politically-determined 
priorities. Instead, their decision-making is based increasingly on a corporate model 
whereby services are provided to those able to pay and, thus, quality of service 
becomes a function of ability to pay rather than need.  
 
Therefore, one could argue that the stark disparity of access to water services 
presented here is influenced heavily by governance practices. This may go some 
way toward explaining why inequality in water access is so persistent and 
ubiquitous as a phenomenon. 

Niche encapsulation 

In addition to the above social, political and institutional aspects of urban water 
regimes, which contribute to reproducing inequality in water access, the 
technological and managerial aspects of water provision play essential roles. In both 
cases (See Article II and III), the common approach of water management is based 
on long-distance water transfers to the city and distributing it there by means of 
pipes and tankers, with at least one-third of the water lost during delivery. By 
comparison, other possible technological innovations in relation to water allocation 
and distribution to/in the city, such as relying on local water resources and rainwater 
harvesting approaches, have not received much attention from the water regime.  
 
Rainwater harvesting could be seen as a technological niche experiment according 
to transition management. The potential of rainwater harvesting, even in semi-arid 
areas such as Hyderabad (with an annual rainfall level of 700-850 mm), is high 
(Narain, 2006). Further, India has a long tradition of rainwater harvesting systems 
both in urban and rural areas of most arid regions of the country (Kumar, 2004, 
Narain, 2006). In investigating the future water supply strategies for Hyderabad, 
George et al. (2009) show that under normal conditions in Hyderabad, 80,000 liters 
of water can be generated from a 100 square meter roof area per annum. This can 
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potentially meet 35 percent of the domestic demands in a year, since 40 million 
cubic meters can be collected from the roofs of buildings and stored in rainwater 
tanks8 (George et al., 2009).  
 
Nevertheless, water policy and reforms have paid little attention to rainwater 
harvesting techniques compared to other water supply and delivery methods, due to 
pressure from real estate lobbies on the one hand, and the lack of governmental 
incentives on the other hand (Chakrabarti, 2001, Kumar, 2004, Narain, 2006). 
Rainwater harvesting is an optional (not mandatory) reform under the urban renewal 
plans in Hyderabad, and the government has withdrawn the 50 percent subsidy on 
structures related to the Hyderabad rainwater harvesting initiative, known as Neeru-
Meeru, Water and You (HMWSSB, 2008, JNNURM, 2011). In the absence of 
adequate resources and political will the ability of urban local bodies to upgrade 
infrastructure and services has been limited and, in reality, the 74th Amendment has 
not given much authority and resources to the local government and civil society to 
promote investment in other appropriate technologies in the water service delivery 
sector (Chakrabarti, 2001).  
 
Having pointed out a potential technological alternative and the reluctance of the 
regime to adopt it, the crucial aspect here is to draw attention to the social and 
political settings under which niche experiments are selected, promoted and 
controlled. For example, in the Phiri case, prepaid water meters were chosen and 
used as innovative technologies for demand management as JW would argue. But 
as we could see, these technologies have become tools of control employed by the 
regime actors to limit water access of the marginalized. Even if the rainwater 
harvesting techniques are demonstrated to be successful in niche applications and 
to hold a potential for scale-up, it is nevertheless questionable whether 
disadvantaged people would be able to argue the case for the approach and reap 
benefits from it unless they are themselves fully engaged as partners in water 
management processes. This takes us to the importance of local politics on the 
ground, which is discussed in the next chapters.  

                                                      
8 With an estimated 500,000 households (composed of four persons with consumption rate 
of 50 liter per person per day) in Hyderabad by 2031 (assuming an uptake of 20,000 
household per year adopting this technology) 
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IV. Going beyond the locked-in 
regimes 

Using the transition framework, integrated with critical urban theory, helped us in 
postulating mechanisms that could potentially explain the observed phenomenon of 
ubiquitous and persistent inequality in water access in cities of the global South, as 
presented in Chapter III. This explanation of mechanisms can broadly be 
categorized as a structuralist account, in which inequality is seen to be driven by a 
combination of the economic and political apparatus of neoliberal capitalism. As 
noted by several scholars, in structuralist analyses, there is less room for 
investigating the local variations of political dynamics between the government and 
citizens in a given context (Heller and Evans, 2010). The risk here is thus that we 
may overlook geo-historical conditions and context-specific factors that might lead 
to the formation of institutions and social relations, strategically crafted over time 
by individuals or groups, for their ongoing values revolving around non-economic 
factors such as caste, race, gender, etc. The importance of understanding the social 
and political interplay of actors at the local level was particularly highlighted when 
looking at the potential of technological niche experiments, such as rainwater 
harvesting techniques. We could see that, in the absence of active citizenship in 
terms of the political engagement of the marginalized in the process of decision-
making over the control of water services, the niche experiments and their outcomes 
might easily be either ignored or co-opted by the regime, thereby further entrenching 
inequalities in water access for the disadvantaged urban dwellers.  
 
Having these points in mind, this chapter aims to bring to the fore a relational 
perspective of the local social and political conditions of each case, which is not 
often the focus of analysis in structuralist approaches used to explore inequality in 
access to water. Therefore, in the next sections, first, a relational perspective on 
durable inequality is delineated, in order to uncover important factors that were 
missed out in the analytical framework developed earlier. Second, the political and 
social settings of each case are analyzed and explained through the lens of this 
perspective. The material used for this analysis is based on a review of a wealth of 
available literature on the history of social and political conditions of the case-study 
cities and their respective countries. At the end of this section, the analytical 
framework is revisited with a focus on developing the niche level analyses. 
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Constitution resulted in a vacuum of finances, technical skills and leadership 
abilities in each of the new provinces. 
 
At the city level, the post-apartheid government strove to address the challenge of 
inequality in city planning and decision-making processes by establishing 
community development fora (CDF) especially in townships based on the 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP):   

Generally, the democratic government must support capacity-building in the District 
Councils, Local Councils, and voluntary community structures such as local 
development forums. To advise communities of their options, it must train a cadre of 
Community Development Officers. Their training must include sensitivity to gender 
issues. The Community Development Officers must work for the District Councils. 
Wherever possible, they must come from the areas they serve (RDP 4.3.13 ). 

Hence, CDF were supposed to be arenas where the voice of historically 
disadvantaged groups could be raised and heard, particularly in relation to housing 
and civic services. In practice, however, the vision of embracing mobilization of 
citizens though a range of participatory institutions is far behind the reality of the 
majority of the black urban poor who still have limited options  to access water 
services (Nastar and Ramasar, 2012). The ANC as the main organization that 
liberated the oppressed majority from apartheid has sought to maintain its 
legitimacy in terms of its transformation agenda, regardless of whether or not 
citizens have determined this agenda (Sinwell, 2011). 
 
Against the earlier ambitions and promises, the prevailing centralizing logic of the 
ANC has insulated decision-making processes and local government is seen as an 
instrument of delivery rather than as a forum for decision-making and development-
planning (Heller and Evans, 2010, Nastar and Ramasar, 2012, Sinwell, 2010b, 
Sinwell, 2010a). Therefore, participatory platforms, such as ward committees and 
CDF have been dismantled or hollowed out and mass-based civil society 
organizations, such as township civics, have been marginalized or co-opted (Heller 
and Evans, 2010, Sinwell, 2010b, Sinwell, 2010a). In Johannesburg, for example, 
the City of Johannesburg and the Alexandra Renewal Project drive community 
development and local residents are less cohesive as a community (Nastar and 
Ramasar, 2012, Sinwell, 2010a). The identification of Alexandra for the renewal 
project and the decision to subsidize water in the area was made by the central 
government and not by any direct intervention from the local residents (Sinwell, 
2010b). At present, the government seems prepared to subsidize the cost of water to 
Alexandra but if financial resources are reduced or diverted elsewhere many 
households in Alexandra will be unable to pay for water and will lose access (ibid). 
Under such circumstances, many residents of Alexandra are compelled to accept a 
standard of water services prescribed by the local government even if they are not 
satisfied with it. They may feel that some tapped water is better than nothing, but 















54 

  















61 

VI. Conclusions 

This research was prompted by stark disparities in the terms of access to water in 
the cities of in Johannesburg and Hyderabad, as well as in other cities of the Global 
South, and by the observation that such disparities appear to be persistent and 
pervasive. It analyzed urban water regimes in both cities, where decisions about 
water allocation and distribution are made, and plans are implemented. The multi-
level perspective framework in transition studies was integrated with insights from 
critical urban theory. The resultant analytical framework was designed to capture 
different factors and actors contributing to unequal water access and, hence, to 
highlight the unsustainable characteristics of urban water regimes in Johannesburg 
and Hyderabad. The framework applied to these cases revealed a number of driving 
forces behind persistent and pervasive inequality in water access. 
 
The investor-driven upgrading of cities, promoted through the narrative of 
becoming a world city, has turned these cities into sites of accumulation of wealth 
among the financial and political elite. The creation of business districts in 
Johannesburg and luxurious residential neighborhoods of HITEC city in Hyderabad, 
have generated jobs, both in the formal and the informal service economy, but only 
a few can afford the world-class services. The cost of land and living conditions in 
the gentrified neighborhoods have driven low-income groups to slums, where 
inferior services are offered. This is evidenced in Johannesburg, where the people 
of Phiri are dissatisfied with the verdict of the constitutional court in 2009, which 
limits their access to water by approving the installation of prepaid water meters. 
The residents of Alexandra, even in formal settlements, are troubled by interrupted 
water access, when there is often no running water in the installed water pipes. In 
Hyderabad, slum dwellers in Jagadgirigutta, Fathenagar, and Begumpet, often have 
access to water only on alternate days, and for just a few hours at a time. 
 
The commercialization of the civic services through the world-class narrative has 
not significantly improved the living conditions of the urban poor in Johannesburg 
and Hyderabad. Arguably, in some instances it has even lessened the access to basic 
services for disadvantaged groups. International financial institutions (e.g. the 
World Bank, the IMF and Asian Development Banks) and global management 
consulting firms (e.g. McKinsey & Company) have had a crucial role in the 
promotion of the world class narrative. First, they have influenced governments to 
adopt macro-economic development frameworks that support the 
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studied, and translated into an effective practice to tackle problems of inequality in 
access to water. By departing from the theme of water access and inequality, the 
following sections conclude by exploring the implications of this research for 
transition studies and sustainability science. 
  





66 

 
Entering the actual domain leads us to study the mechanisms and conditions that 
produce observable landscape pressures, urban water regimes, and niche 
experiments. The real domain draws our attention to enduring geo-historical 
elements affecting the mechanisms and conditions in the actual domain. Although 
our knowledge of these enduring structures is imperfect, it is only during the 
processes of making and testing our knowledge, that we can understand the 
observable events more profoundly. By viewing levels of analysis in transition 
studies at different depths of reality, the following suggestions are made for studying 
the landscape and niche levels. 

Landscape: More than an external context 

In the historical analyses, landscape is often treated as an external context that is 
substantially independent of changes at the regime and niche levels. Climate change, 
wars, economic crises and political ideas are examples of such external factors 
driving regimes, but they are out of the reach of actors at the regime and niche levels. 
The utilization of the landscape level only as an operating environment, which is 
almost impossible to change, can undermine the notion of agency, and the 
possibility that change is within the power of regime and niche actors. 
 
In contemporary analyses, such as the one carried out in this study, the landscape 
can be treated less passively, if we attribute factors at this level to actors with 
agency, which can be changed. The neoliberal development ideology behind the 
commercialization of cities and services, for example, is instigated and run by 
powerful international organizations and corporations, at the global level. 
Undoubtedly, making changes in the structure and architecture of the World Bank, 
IMF or Mackinsey & Co might be a slow process, but nevertheless, such 
organizations are subject to change. The strategic move of the World Bank from 
privatization to the corporatization of service delivery, resulting from its recognition 
of citizen resistance and protests against the privatization of water service delivery 
in several cases around the world, is one example that illustrates how landscape 
factors can be changed through the influence of niche actors or in some cases, 
regime actors (Goldman, 2005). This is in line with the ontological assumption in 
critical realism that posits that the properties of a structure are separated from the 
properties of agents, but that they can be changed, once collective agency emerges. 
(Archer and Bhaskar, 1998). 
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concepts from different disciplines is required. In other words, the use of a critical 
realist epistemology becomes more meaningful and insightful if one employs 
several theories to explain a given problem. In this sense, the approach employed 
can shed light on the aspects of problems that a disciplinary approach would 
overlook.  
 
However, the research outcomes might compromise the depth of analysis, or limit 
the insights from each school of thought. For example, there is an ongoing 
theoretical debate about the conceptualization of agency and structure, world city 
formations, and the provision of water services. Each of these strands of science 
may take several years of research and engagement with debates. Therefore, this is 
not to argue against the production of in-depth knowledge about how a society 
functions, how politics shifts, how cities grow, or how much water is available for 
use. However, we also need to produce integrated knowledge that connects these 
different analyses together. This is one of the main overarching ambitions of 
sustainability science, and this research should thus be seen as supporting this 
ambition by developing and testing methods for more integrated analyses that can 
deliver new insights into how to address persistent and ubiquitous problems more 
effectively.  
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