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Sammanfattning 

Stigande urbanisering och större befolkningar har ökat trycket på städer och deras förmågor 

att förse alla med de vardagstjänster som städerna vanligtvis har kapacitet att erbjuda. Att 

förse alla med dricksvatten är något som har blivit en utmaning då vattenanvändningen har 

stigit samtidigt som vattentillgången varierar beroende på nederbörd, och potentiellt minskat 

på grund av klimatförändringarna. FN:s elfte globala mål för hållbar utveckling handlar om 

hållbara städer och efterfrågar en hållbar förändring av städer med beslutsfattande som är 

inkluderande. Målet siktar på att minska städers miljöpåverkan, effektiv resursanvändning och 

att minska ekonomiska förluster av katastrofer (t.ex. torka) (UN, 2015) och är därmed 

relevant för städers vattenanvändning. 

I kontexten för Sydafrika och Kapstaden är problemen kring vatten ett resultat av stigande 

befolkning, urbanisering och klimatförändringar, men också landets historia som kvarstår som 

en barriär mot hållbarhet.  

Denna uppsats handlar om vattenkrisen i Kapstaden 2015-2018 med syftet att utforska hur 

Kapstadens beslutsfattare kommunicerade varningarna kring att vattnet skulle ta slut och hur 

allmänheten svarade på denna kommunikation. För att åstadkomma detta är metoden som 

använts inspirerad av etnografiska forskningsmetoder med syftet att lyfta lokala synpunkter 

och åsikter. I detta fall handlar det om synpunkter och åsikter från människor i samhället 

Ocean View på den västra Kaphalvön några mil utanför Kapstaden. Resultatet diskuterades i 

förhållande till tidigare forskning på området och ett teoretiskt ramverk baserat på 

kommunikationsteorier. 

Som slutsats kom det fram att sättet vattenkrisen kommunicerades på var mjukt med en låg 

känsla av hot till en början där tips gavs för vad människor kan göra för att spara vatten, vilket 

misslyckades med att skapa någon ordentlig respons från allmänheten. Men allteftersom att 

situationens allvarlighet började förstås förändrades kommunikationen och började sprida 

rädsla och panik genom ”domedagskommunikationen” av ’Day Zero’, dagen då 

vattenkranarna skulle stängas av. Efter det kom svaret från allmänheten och förändring skedde 

relativt snabbt då människor började spara vatten för att undvika denna katastrof.  

 

Nyckelord: Vatten, vattenkris, kommunikation, Sydafrika, Day Zero, vattenanvändning 
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Abstract 

Populations have continued to grow rapidly in the last decades and urbanisation has become 

even higher, increasing the pressure on cities to provide basic services to all its inhabitants. 

Assuring drinking water for everyone is one thing that has been proven challenging as water 

demand has increased while at the same time water supply varies depending on rainfall and 

potentially decreases due to climate change. The United Nation's Sustainable Development 

Goal 11 (Sustainable cities and communities), calls for a sustainable transformation with 

governance and urban management that are participatory and inclusive. SDG 11 targets 

reducing cities environmental impacts and using resources efficiently as well as decreasing 

the economic losses due to disasters (eg. drought) (UN, 2015). Thus, making it highly 

relevant to water management. 

 

In the context of South Africa and Cape Town the issue around the water subject is a 

combination of population growth, urbanisation and climate change, but also the history of the 

country which sometimes remains a barrier to sustainability. 

 

This study looks into the water crisis in Cape Town during 2015-2018 with the aim to explore 

how the City of Cape Town communicated the warnings about taps running dry and how the 

public responded to the messages. To do so the method used in this study is inspired by 

ethnographic research methods serving to uplift local viewpoints and opinions. In this case the 

uplifted voices are from people in the community of Ocean View on the South Peninsula of 

the Western Cape. The results were discussed in relation to previous research on the water 

subject of the region and a theoretical framework based on communicational theory. 

In conclusion, the way the water crisis was communicated was a bit soft at first with a quite 

low sense of threat and some water saving tips which failed to generate any significant public 

response. However, gradually as the severity of the situation was beginning to be understood 

the communication changed and started spreading fear and panic through the apocalyptic 

framing of Day Zero, the day the taps would run dry. After that the public response was 

initiated and change happened quite rapidly with people saving water in order to avoid the 

disaster. 

 

Keywords: Water, water crisis, communication, South Africa, Day Zero, water use 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

Globally the lack of water and water stress has become a severe threat to sustainable 

development and people's health and well-being. Generally, this can either be credited to an 

increased water demand as populations grow and as people's way of living becomes more 

water demanding, or it can be credited to decreased water availability as an effect of changed 

precipitation patterns and low rainfall. As climate change threatens to increase temperatures, 

the possibility of droughts and heatwaves and changes precipitation patterns it is also likely 

that the water related problems will increase even more in the future (NASA, 2019). It 

becomes even more likely when population projections suggest that the world's inhabitants 

will increase with about two billion people over the next 30 years creating even more pressure 

on water sources (Roser, 2018). Also, all of this population growth is expected to happen in 

urban areas where the water related problems are already challenging (UN, 2018). The urban 

populations have increased tremendously over the last decades creating unprecedented 

challenges, where sanitation and water have been one of the more difficult ones to handle. 

This has made it common that people in cities lack access to safe drinking water resulting in 

diseases such as cholera and diarrhea (UN, 2010). With the threat of climate change and even 

bigger populations it is therefore evident that the time to act is now for cities with water stress 

today and it is a matter of urgency to avoid, potentially, severe consequences. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) that the United Nations has set up (UN, 2015) 

and especially SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and communities), is relevant to this matter and call 

for a sustainable transformation with governance and urban management that are participatory 

and inclusive. SDG 11 targets reducing cities’ environmental impacts and using resources 

efficiently as well as decreasing the economic losses due to disasters (eg. drought) (UN, 

2015). Thus, making it highly relevant to water management. 

An interesting region for studying water management is the Western Cape region of South 

Africa and especially the city of Cape Town. Cape Town´s need for a more sustainable 

agenda is prominent, and also confirmed by the Rockefeller Foundation as they identified 

Cape Town as one of the hundred cities in the world in most need of transformation 

(Berkowitz, 2016). Highlighting Cape Town as particularly vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change and also in big need of transformation due to high unemployment and many 

people living in informal settlements, increasing socio-economic inequalities and poverty 

(Rockefeller foundation, 2019). 

 

The constitution of South Africa states that “Everyone has the right to have access to –

Sufficient food and water” (Constitutional assembly, Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa, Chapter 2, section 27, 1996). After the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro water 

management and governance gained traction globally and South Africa reformed their water 

legislation to align with the emerging best practice. Water became declared publicly owned, 

giving a legal private right to water for everyone (Larry, 2017. p. 50). Though, the water crisis 

has shown that water related risks are not as prominent for everyone in the city, but vary 

depending to the socio-economic status. Cape Town is a complex and diverse city with a long 

history of conflicts in the society. This is a consequence of long term segregation and socio-

economic inequalities which are rooted in the history of the city, especially since apartheid 

and their urban planning which remains a major physical barrier to social and economic 

sustainability in the city and continues to exclude some from jobs and opportunities 
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(Besteman, 2008. p. 71). Therefore, water related problems affect people disproportionately 

putting inequalities and justice higher on the agenda regarding the topic and making it a very 

complex problem to try to solve. 

 

Cape Town is situated in a semi-arid region meaning that droughts are considered a common 

occurrence with a significant drought about once every ten years. With this follows, often 

severe, consequences on the environment and groundwater systems. During drought the 

reliance on aquifers increases, usually resulting in overdraft, degradation of groundwater and 

the ecosystems depending on the groundwater, as well as land subsidence. Unsurprisingly, it 

is also common to have negative consequences on highly water dependent industries such as 

agriculture and hydro-electric power in these regions (Schwabe & Connor, 2012. pp. 1-5).  

Conclusively, water stress is common in semi arid areas, and the current rapid urbanisation of 

Cape Town has increased ecological as well as social risks and uncertainties (Larry, 2017. pp. 

35-39). The high pressure on water sources and the oncoming effects of climate change has 

forced action on water management to be able to support the population with water today and 

in the future (e.g. Harris et al. 2018). 

 

1.2 Drought and the city 

Between 2015 and 2018 Cape Town faced a severe water crisis, which from when the drought 

set in made sustainable water use high priority. There was a clear need for transformation as 

the threat of running out of water started to become more and more real. Something that 

threatened sustainable development and, if it came to the point of running out, would be a 

violation of the constitutional rights of the country's citizens. During the last months of 2017 

media headlines wrote that “Day Zero”, the day when the city taps stop, was fast approaching, 

and that the City of Cape Town was likely to run out of water in early 2018 (WWF-SA, 

2017). As a consequence, debates about whom to blame for this crisis and why it was 

happening were rife. Answers provided were many and diverse with citizens, academics, 

media and others pointing to climate change, drought, capitalism, corruption, inequality, 

greed, lifestyles, lack of communication and many other reasons (e.g. Umraw, 2018; Moore, 

2018). All these different answers form an intricate picture of what the problem actually was 

and is, defying the usefulness of theoretical frameworks and analytical models. The same is 

true regarding the understanding of the acute water crisis from city authorities and people in 

different communities.  

 

To achieve a sustainable water use Portafaix highlights that “every South African has a role to 

play” (Portafaix, 2018.01.31, Impact Insight: Cape Town Water Crisis). This way of thinking 

permeated the city response to avoid the water crisis and is deemed essential within the city's 

strategic water planning. An example of this is the Western Cape Sustainable Water 

Management Plan 2017-2022, hereafter Water Plan (WP), which established the 

responsibility as shared between every sector and having a clear focus towards collaboration. 

The purpose of the Water Plan was to set up a framework of strategic actions to be taken to 

improve water resilience in all sectors (Harris et al. 2018, p. 1). It was acknowledged that the 

future holds grave challenges in meeting the needs of the society, especially due to climate 

change and population growth. To tackle this new reality the plan forms the basis around that 

water has to be viewed as a resource with high value that can run out and something that is for 

everybody. Effective collaboration and innovation is also needed to assure a healthy 

environment and support development (Harris et al., 2018. p. 5). The most evident theme in 

the city's strategy for a sustainable water use relates to cooperation and how it has to be 
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effective between all relevant sectors and stakeholders. Collaboration is deemed essential and 

Harris talks about a “joint approach between government departments, the private sector and 

civil society” (2018. p. 1) as the baseline of the plan. Thus, connecting to the quote by 

Portafaix and how everybody has a part to play.  

But other than collaboration, the Water Plan also has a focus on adaptation in the sense of 

adapting to a new reality where water is more precious and valuable. This much refers to 

actual interventions serving to make water use more sustainable. What the strategy targets is 

mainly water reuse, diversity of water sources, water loss prevention, creating awareness, 

minimising consumption and behavioural change (Harris et al., 2018. p. 39). All serving to 

increase the city's water resilience when facing a more challenging future. The different 

targets also have different sectors in focus that will contribute to a combined effect by the 

whole society, showing that the suggested measures also are aligned with a shared 

responsibility. Extending on the suggested measures the plan also prioritizes lowering the 

water use through information and raising awareness. It is deemed important to spread 

information and make it available to as many as possible in a knowledge library that is open 

and accessible to everyone. This information also needed to be combined with effective 

communication to achieve the changed behaviour and increased awareness. With the planned 

communicational target being to “promote knowledge transfer, increased awareness and 

behaviour change through a consistent and co-ordinated communication strategy” (Harris et 

al., 2018. p. 54). By this, communication has an important role to play in the city´s strategy in 

ensuring that ideas get shared, there is increased awareness and a changed behaviour.  

While authorities worked on strategies and future planning, the situation in Cape Town 

became acute with the worst drought in 100 years reaching its peak (Robins, 2019. p. 6). 

Following this came panic and fear for the looming disaster and political drama as experts had 

warned for this eventuality of running out of water more than two decades ago. There were 

big headlines both nationally and internationally declaring Cape Town as the first city in the 

world to run out of water. Authorities were then confronted with a huge challenge of 

informing the public and bringing about behavioural change and awareness. A task of which 

they were lacking significant impact until the Day Zero marketing. The apocalyptic warnings 

of Day Zero from experts, media and authorities resulted in extensive public panic and a 

massive decrease in water use, eventually leading to the crisis being declared averted in 

March 2018 (Robins, 2019. pp. 9, 11,17). 

 

1.3 Aim and research question 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how the City of Cape Town communicated the warnings 

about taps running dry and how the public responded to the messages. 

The research questions are:  

How was the risk of running out of water communicated? 

How did the public respond? 
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1.4 Outline of thesis 

This thesis starts with an introduction of the water subject describing the issue on a global 

scale, in the context of South Africa and Cape Town. Lastly the introduction presents the aim 

and the research questions of this study. Following the first chapter previous research on the 

topic and the theoretical framework used in the study are presented. Thereafter follows a 

description of the research design in the third chapter which starts with an introduction to the 

study area which is relevant to understanding the context of the region. Then relevant 

methodology is presented together with the method used in this thesis for data collection and 

data analysis. The fourth chapter consists of the results of this study which starts with the 

findings from the media and then the findings from conversations with people. In the fifth 

chapter the results are discussed in relation to previous research and theory. Chapter six 

present the conclusion of this thesis and lastly follows a list of all references used. 
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2. Previous research and theory  

2.1 Water saving 

Cape Town´s urban water consumption has historically been linked closely to the growth of 

the region, both in terms of the economy as well as population. Characteristic has been a cycle 

with the water supply being adequate for the water consumption, followed by consumption 

increasing over the water system´s capacity, forcing water restrictions and new augmentation 

schemes to make the water supply adequate again. Thereafter the cycle continued and the 

supply became inadequate again, making water consumption follow this pattern of going up 

and down based on water supply (Brown & Magoba, 2009. pp. 25-30). 

In South Africa planning for future water needs has usually been based on a planning horizon 

of 20-25 years that takes into account the main drivers of water demand. These include the 

effects of climate change, population and economic growth and the degree of which water 

saving measures can lower water demand. The predictions of climate change in the south-

western Cape suggests that there will be less available water as precipitation will decrease and 

temperatures will rise. There will also be population and economic growth, resulting in an 

increased water demand while the supply decreases (Brown & Magoba, 2009. pp. 42-43 ). 

The local water sources in Cape Town have been far outstripped and catchments further away 

now supply the city with water. New water infrastructure has, until relatively recently, been 

developed unquestioningly and as a response to an unrestrained increase of water demand. 

Though now, national and local governments have fundamentally changed their approach to 

water provisional planning due to the high economic and environmental cost and inefficiency 

of this earlier approach (Brown & Magoba, 2009. p. 80). 

Since the beginning of the 21
st
 century water supplies have been outstripped frequently in 

Cape Town and the response from authorities have been public water awareness campaigns 

and water restrictions. This gave the result of a 20% decrease in water consumption from 

2000 to 2005 despite continued growth of both the economy and the population. Furthermore, 

on the topic of finding options to assure Cape Town´s future water requirements are met, 

Brown & Magoba state that all studies undertaken during the last decade recommend 

prioritizing water demand management, followed by reuse of greywater. In conclusion, water 

saving measures are essential to lower water demand (Brown & Magoba, 2009. pp. 25-30).  

Every citizen in South Africa has a legal right to water, however, Larry (2017) states that 

though water policies are among the best in the world the country has some of the worst 

practices being “socially inequitable, environmentally unsustainable and economically 

inefficient” (Larry, 2017. p. 75). He argues this is a consequence following the country 

prioritizing development and economic growth, expanding under irrigation, shown in the fact 

that 73% of the water use comes from agriculture, 15% from the domestic sector and 11% 

from industries. With the domestic sector only constituting a smaller fraction of all the water 

used, delivering drinking water should not be so difficult. But the challenges, according to 

Larry, consist of infrastructure being old and poorly maintained, population growth and 

urbanisation, also “communities exist in a sort of parallel peri-urban space: part of the 

metropolitan area, but largely unacknowledged to formal authorities, except to be regarded as 

a major problem” (Larry, 2017. p. 76). Technically the region does not suffer water scarcity, 

but rather an “economic water scarcity” as much of their water sources get exported in the 

form of crops, fruits or beverages. Larry asserts that South Africa is the country with the least 

of the water sources needed for industrial development in the Southern African region, but the 
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country's industry is still the most developed in Africa. This is enabled, he continues, by a sort 

of “water apartheid” seizing available water sources to serve industries of global corporations 

through irrigated systems fed by large dams, while local farmers rely on rainfall. Thus, in 

times of water scarcity the smaller farmers are feeling the consequences but the big farms 

always seem to have enough water. Therefore, Larry states, lack of freshwater is more of a 

political issue than a problem of declining levels of available water and if South Africa is to 

enjoy water security the export of water sources is what needs to be addressed (Larry, 2017. 

pp. 74-79).  

 

Debates about how water scarcity, and the Western Cape water crisis of 2015-2018 itself, was 

and is a political issue was spurred in the midst of handling the water crisis. Activists were 

deeming it to be unfair how the production and export of fruit and crops seemingly have more 

right to water than ordinary citizens. They also critisised how companies like Coca Cola can 

use millions of litres of water every day while people get water management devices installed 

in their homes to restrict their water use. ‘Water facts’ like these created contentious public 

debate directing blame and responsibility towards authorities and the earlier prioritization of 

development, as well as debates about water as a public resource (Robins, 2019. p. 15). 

Adding to this, water experts had warned about the unsustainability of the current way of 

using water more than two decades before the water crisis, but action was only first taken as a 

response to the droughts of 2015-2016. Thus, fueling people's view of holding authorities 

responsible for the water crisis even more.   

2.2 Communicating complex issues and scepticism 

A person's beliefs influence strongly the communication they will believe in, and new facts 

often “bounce off” if they don´t support what the person believes (Stoknes, 2015. p. 3). 

Communicating new issues that are complex and involve uncertainties and expecting a huge 

response is therefore naïve. Stoknes (2015) states that for complex issues such as climate 

change there have been few methods used other than communicating the information to 

people and waiting to see if it sparked any change. He continues arguing the result of these 

‘social experiments’ have consistently been underwhelming, yet the same method has been 

used over and over with even more, in the scientists eyes, convincing information expecting a 

different result, but still getting the same outcome. Inadvertently, conventional 

communication about climate has increased sceptisms and distancing, and has not increased 

priority or caused action (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 3-5).  

 

That climate science involves scepticism is understandable as it involves a lot of uncertainties, 

e.g. predicting the future through the use of models, scenarios and simulations. No prediction 

is absolute and therefore people must be sceptic and critical of research experiments made. 

However, even though nothing is absolute some knowledge is certain enough, making it false 

to discard all of the science. The phrase “beyond a reasonable doubt” best describes the limits 

to scepticism (Stoknes, 2015. p. 9). For example, no one might know for sure how much the 

temperature rise will be, though beyond a reasonable doubt we can be certain carbon dioxide 

(CO2) in the atmosphere traps heat. Releasing even more CO2 into the air must then certainly 

cause temperature rise beyond a reasonable doubt. As climate communication so far has 

increased scepticism there is an evident need to change the way climate change is being 

communicated (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 3-5, 9-10). 
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2.3 Psychology - How people respond to communication 

The reasons why people don't easily get convinced by new information are diverse, but much 

is due to the human psyche. Seemingly, using facts to present an unpleasant future of disaster 

and doom and calling upon inconvenient and in some views even negative, actions (e.g. 

carbon tax, less travel) makes people uncomfortable and spur feelings that must be 

avoided. Thereby, people justify anything that removes the unpleasant feelings, e.g. by down-

prioritizing it to other issues in society (e.g. unemployment, war) or by denial or solely 

believing in messages disproving the subject (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 25-26). 

2.3.1 Evolutionary psychology 

Mankind´s ancient biology is ever present in our daily lives, triggering our instincts for 

curiosity, sex and interest etc. This biology is exploited in modern marketing to appeal to 

people, but also highly influential in how we relate to dangers such as climate change. Over 

many thousands of years people have been shaped to fit their surroundings, creating this 

biology of behaviour that influences the decision-making of the modern human (Stoknes, 

2015. p. 27).  To seek understanding of human decision-making evolutionary psychology 

highlights five “ancestral forces” that are ever present: self-interest, status, social imitation, 

short-termism and risk vividness. Understanding these, Stoknes argues, can help form 

strategies to resolve the climate paradox.  

Self interest: What's in it for me? People favors themselves over others, and more distinctly so 

over strangers than community or group. The purpose is to serve one's self-interest on a short 

term over others, “not-me” (Stoknes, 2015. p. 29).  

Status: Humans think highly of status and how others perceive them. Wanting to show off in 

different ways how they are better than others (Stoknes, 2015. p. 30).  

Social imitation: Imitating others is paramount when it comes to human behaviour and people 

will most likely behave the same as others. Stoknes calls this the “unthinking flock 

behaviour” (2015. p. 31) as studies have shown that to a very high extent people will follow 

the majority even if they don´t share the same view (Stoknes, 2015. p. 31). 

Short term: Natural selection has shaped humans to favor benefits here and now rather than in 

the future (Stoknes, 2015. p. 32). 

Risk perception: If people can't see or feel a risk they will discard it as non-important. 

Common risks are underwhelmed and immediate and spectacular threats are more important. 

Risks that can´t be controlled are overestimated and controllable risks underestimated. People 

are more afraid of risks imposed to them than ones they take willingly (Stoknes, 2015. p. 33, 

45). 

2.3.2 Cognitive psychology 

How people create opinions and make decisions depends on the information that they have 

and how they think and judge it. This processing of information is what cognitive psychology 

tries to explain, making cognitive psychology relevant when examining communication 

(Stoknes, 2015. p. 35). Showing an image of a dried out lake and statistics about climate 

change may be persuasive for some people, feeling the urgency to act, though when shown to 

others it might not have the same effect. Stoknes argues that a fact-based approach showing 
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raw data does not easily create meaning and reason to act. Data presented might sometimes 

mean nothing to outsiders, e.g. when talking about scenario RCP 8.5 (one of IPCC:s climate 

scenarios) and what is presented might be about many years into the future, therefore making 

people consider  the data as vague and non-urgent (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 38-39). Salience is 

lacking and more often than not complex issues like climate change are presented as distant to 

us. Distant in time being a future thing or distant in place with most effects happening far 

away. Many people also feel the responsibility lies on authorities, leaders or at least on 

“someone else”, it is not about them or their friends. Anything that makes the issue feel more 

distant decreases the concern felt about it (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 40-44).  

2.3.3 Social psychology 

Humans are very social and care greatly about what others will think about things they do. 

According to Stoknes this goes to the extent that our thinking, feeling and behaviour is 

affected by the presence, or even imagined presence, of others (Stoknes, 2015. p. 55). While 

reading information people will have others on their mind, thinking how they can inform them 

about it and what their reaction might be. As presented under evolutionary psychology people 

will follow the majority and be influenced by what is acceptable in their social group. 

Consequently the social may influence what information gets shared and how successful a 

communication campaign might become. Stoknes asserts that to create meaning on a local 

basis it is important not to communicate facts as they exist in a vacuum away from the social, 

thus enabling discussion and information spreading within social groups that eventually can 

help motivating people to act (Stoknes, 2015. p. 57). 

2.4 Framing  

The framing of communication relates to how the subject is being explained and what angle it 

is looked at. A glass of water can be half full, half empty, or contain the perfect amount 

depending on the frame. Framing exists in all communication and influences the effects of the 

communication and how it is perceived (Stoknes, 2015. p. 46; Hansen, 2010. pp. 29-31). For 

example, Stoknes highlights that using the frame “global warming” has been proven more 

engaging to use than “climate change” ensuring more certainty about what will happen and a 

threat that is more understandable and sensible. He discusses both terms saying the term 

global warming has its drawbacks as it generates negative feelings as well as making people 

expect warmer temperatures every year, even though it varies depending on weather. In 

comparison, the term climate change is more neutral but does not generate the same certainty 

of what will happen, nor the sense of threat as climate has always changed, and change must 

not always be bad. Therefore, Stoknes argues, neither frame might be so good, maybe calling 

for a new term to be used (Stoknes, 2015. p. 47). 

Different frames can achieve a different level of engagement from people but also shine light 

on a specifically selected topic. Hansen (2010) says frames “draw attention – like a frame 

around a painting or photograph – to particular dimensions or perspectives and they set the 

boundaries for how we should interpret or perceive what is presented to us” (Hansen, 2010. p. 

31). He claims that this means that those creating the frames can highlight certain aspects 

while leaving others out, making it important to consider whose interests are being served. 

Framing research has shown that frames in media, through selection and salience, can help 

produce a certain conclusion from the audience by focusing on the issue, whom to blame and 

what to do from here. Meaning that framing can be powerful for promoting certain ideas and 

views (Hansen, 2010. pp. 31, 174-175).  Thereby an issue may be created by choosing what 
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gets lifted, relating closely to the concept of constructionism presented below, and through 

different frames certain topics can get looked at very differently. Regarding climate change 

one frame can focus on averting a disaster for the sake of future generations while another 

highlights that climate action is costly and might mean less growth and fewer job 

opportunities. Negative framing of climate policy as involving sacrifices, losses and cost have 

so far won the debate, failing people´s “what’s in it for me-test” as they favor short term gains 

and having things here and now (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 48-51). 

A very successful frame that spurred a quick and effective response was the marketing around 

the “ozone hole”. A frame that captured the threat so that people understood the danger and 

the outcome was a success-story thanks to a good frame (Stoknes, 2015. p. 48). This is 

confirmed by Hansen (2010) saying the frame “thinning of the ozone layer” was ineffective in 

raising public attention while the frame “ozone hole” was effective because it “resonated 

much more widely with public perceptions and fears, and was simply easier to comprehend, 

than the process of ‘thinning’” (Hansen, 2010. p. 121). Highlighting how the use of words 

matter and can make a significant difference. 

 

2.5 Constructionism 

In regard to environmental issues, communication about them is exceptionally important to 

keep them in the focus of the public. The reason for that is because environmental issues tend 

to not be recognized as issues by everyone and also rise and fall from the public agenda in 

cycles, no matter whether they have been solved or even addressed (Hansen, 2010. p. 13). 

According to Hansen, communicating about environmental issues is necessary for them to be 

recognized as an issue of public and/or political concern as they don´t simply announce 

themselves as a topic to address, which relates to the approach/framework of constructionism. 

During the 1960s and early 1970s, emerged in sociology, what became known as the 

‘constructionist perspective’ with the fundamental meaning that social problems are not some 

objective aspect that can be identified and studied on its own. Hansen cites Herbert Blumer 

calling for a definition of social problems that recognize them as “products of a process of 

collective definition” (Hansen, 2010. p. 14). Thus, social issues only get recognized as issues 

through opinion, with talk, communication or discourse defining or ‘constructing’ them as 

something of public or political concern. Hansen argues this is also applicable for 

environmental issues, generally going hand in hand with social issues and how they appear, 

not objectively announcing themselves but rather only being recognized as issues when 

someone communicates or makes claims about them in public. If we accept that, he continues, 

it is clear that communication has a central role in environmental issues and is therefore 

important to study. Also, constructing environmental issues through claims-making is then 

largely a rhetorical and discursive accomplishment, which centralises the content and process 

of communication (Hansen, 2010. p. 18). 

The focus on analysis of the construction of problems should lie on the claims themselves, the 

one making the claims and the process of making them (Hansen, 2010. p. 28). Hansen asserts 

that in the center of the construction of problems is language and discourse as the problem is 

described in words by those involved making the claims, relating to the context of framing. 

He continues arguing that claim-makers through ‘selection’ and ‘salience’ or ‘emphasis’ draw 

attention to certain aspects and promote some interpretations or definitions while others might 

be left out. This centralizes the people making the claims and makes them influential in how 

problems get defined and ‘constructed’, involving which aspects will reach the attention of 
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the public and which that do not. More often than not there is also an allocation of blame or 

responsibility as well as a suggestion for how to solve the issue. Thus, the people behind 

communication could be in a powerful position that can steer public opinion and whom to 

blame (Hansen, 2010. pp. 28-33). 
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3. Research design 

3.1 Study area 

The Western Cape is located on the south-west coast of South Africa and is a highly 

populated area. The population has increased dramatically in recent years, for instance Cape 

Town expanded from 2 892 243 in 2001 to 4 004 793 inhabitants in 2016 (‘STATS SA’, n.d.), 

and the region has become even more characterised by informal living conditions. The reason 

being a continued increase of urbanisation as well as migration, mostly from the Eastern Cape 

and neighbouring countries with people looking at the Western Cape as a chance for a better 

life. Much of the migrants are young, unmarried and unemployed and are coming to the city 

to start a new life, with the consequence that a significant number of them (31,3%) have few 

other options than living in informal dwellings (Braham & Dotwana 2017 pp. 2-3). Today life 

in informality is something that characterizes the City of Cape Town and there are about 200 

informal settlements in the CCT (Rockefeller foundation, 2019). 

The Western Cape is highly affected by the country's history and most distinctly by the 

apartheid regime with its segregationist policy separating people based on their race during 

the years 1948-1994 (Clark & Worger, 2004. pp. 3-9). Apartheid planning remains a physical 

barrier for sustainability and has involved negative effects on development, for example, 

limiting extension of water services and development of water infrastructure in township 

areas (A. Larry 2017. p. 77). The apartheid history has made life more difficult for certain 

groups of people and socio-economic status plays a big role in regard to opportunities and 

exposure to daily stressors. This is, e.g., evident in the fact that in the City of Cape Town a 

higher infant mortality rate can be found in areas with lower socio economic status than in 

areas with higher socio economic status and that more infant mortalities can be credited to 

poverty, inadequate nutrition, sanitation and water among the black African and coloured 

population (City of Cape Town 2016 pp. 19). Though the infant mortality rate has decreased 

in recent years, informality, with poverty issues, poor municipal services, overcrowding etc. 

has continued to increase. 

This study took place in a small community in the Valley of the South Peninsula called Ocean 

View, with some additional relevant conversations taking place in a town about 8 kilometers 

away. The Valley is located south of Cape Town and separated from the urban area by 

mountains of the Table Mountain National Park. Ocean View lies between one of the main 

roads going to Cape Town and the mountains in the national park. It is a few kilometers to the 

nearest towns in both directions, making the community quite isolated. Ocean View was 

founded during apartheid´s forced removals in 1968 as the location was assigned to be a 

community for people classified by the regime as coloured, and coloured people were 

thereafter forcibly relocated there. The population still consists mostly of what apartheid 

defined as coloured and the community is characterized by high unemployment, low socio-

economic status and a lot of issues including crime and substance abuse. The issues have a 

base in the physical environment resulting from apartheid planning, making Ocean View a 

living example of the continued impact of the apartheid regime. Life in Ocean View continues 

to be difficult today with many of its residents feeling as if they have been left out. 

The choice to conduct the study in an underserviced community like Ocean View was made 

as there has been no research done on the topic in such a place and because it can help 

identifying gaps in planning between the City of Cape Town administration´s visions and 

plans for sustainability and people’s reality. The area was also chosen because of the 
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supervisor Hilde Ibsen being part of a group conducting research in Ocean View. Their 

research is a collaboration between Karlstad University in Sweden and Cape Town´s Cape 

Peninsula University of Technology and is called: Internationalisation for knowledge 

partnership and social transformation. Using already established contacts helped in speeding 

the process of conducting this study as understanding the context of a new area, coming from 

a completely different culture, would be time consuming and demanding. With regard to the 

time limit of 10 weeks to conduct this study picking a study area with already established 

connections was intentional. 

 

Already established contacts and connections also served as ‘gatekeepers’ being the way in to 

the community of Ocean View. For any study, using gatekeepers is of high importance, giving 

access to informants. They can affect the quality of the research as they can control the choice 

of informants and personal interests of the gatekeepers might steer the direction of the 

research being made (Davies, 2008. pp. 58-60). In this study, sampling of informants was 

opportunistic and data collection was from conversations rather than interviews, giving 

gatekeepers less control over chosen informants, though being aware of the gatekeeper´s roles 

within the community and that his may have influenced which informants were participating. 

One of the main gatekeepers during the fieldwork of this study was Peter Fenton. This was a 

contact established by supervisor Hilde Ibsen over 20 years ago and he has been a mentor for 

students coming from Karlstad University to Cape Town from that time. He knows Ocean 

View well as he has worked a lot within the community and lives a few kilometers away in a 

place called Kommetjie. Fenton helped with understanding the context, both in terms of the 

community as well as the country as a whole, and also gave access to informants, having 

many contacts within the community. 

The other main gatekeeper was Sophia Grodes, a resident in Ocean View. Grodes works 

closely with the research being made by supervisor Hilde Ibsen and her research team and is 

well recognized within Ocean View. Being well recognized she gave access to informants that 

would have been difficult getting access to otherwise. This made the results more 

representative with voices lifted from more groups within the community. 

3.2 Methodology 

This study was inspired by ethnographic research. Ethnographic research traditionally means 

to try and describe a culture or a certain group, with the researcher engaging closely with the 

people under study in search for understanding of their daily lives and experiences. Usually 

this involves on-site long-term observing and participating in their daily lives. The choice of 

ethnographic methodology for this study was made assuming it would highlight people’s 

views on problems and needs in the society as well as actual effects and consequences on 

people. Understanding local needs is essential for change towards sustainability and making 

sure recommendations are well-grounded. Sangasubana (2011, p. 567) says: “ethnography is 

dialogic since conclusions and interpretations formed through it can be given comments or 

feedback from those who are under study”. In this way ethnography should provide 

representative research with a deep understanding of issues, coming from the bottom-up.  

Advantages of ethnographic research is that it can be used almost anywhere and provides a 

rich and detailed database from the insider's perspective. Observations and conversations can 

happen at any place, in the informant´s naturalistic setting, with the researcher focusing on 

working with those under study making people feel more comfortable and less treated like 
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research objects (Sangasubana 2011. p. 567). Thus, it can provide unique deep perceptive data 

for the researcher to analyse. 

The primary goal of any research is to collect data that can provide explanations or answers 

for the subject being researched. What separates social science from, for example, natural 

science is that social (ethnographic inc.) research can't be predictive and construct any 

decisive tests to provide results, but must instead always be explanatory rather than causal 

(Davies, 2008. p. 21). Furthermore, the social researcher must also recognize that “they are 

rooted in the specific, in time and place” (Davies, 2008. p. 22). The goal being to collect 

contemporary data to analyse in relation to their context, being able to provide explanations 

but not causal assertions. Thereby there is not exact telling how an ethnographic study will 

come about and what data will be collected. This means an ethnographic researcher has to be 

flexible and “in its knowledge-seeking activities is continually forced to evaluate and rework 

theoretical abstraction in the face of concrete experience” (Davies, 2008. p. 22). Meaning the 

direction of the research should be adjusted by the researcher depending on the data being 

collected. This kind of twirling and continual reshaping of study design is named “iterative-

inductive research” by O’Reilly (2012, p. 40). 

3.2.1 Reflexivity 

There is a tacit assumption that anyone doing research will be connected to what they study in 

some way, making questions arise as to whether these connections make the result of a 

research a construct of the researchers' presence and interference with the study process 

(Davies, 2008. p. 3). Accordingly, reflexivity is important for any research, taking into 

account how findings may be affected by people involved and the process of doing the study. 

Ethnography is a highly personal research method involving a close relationship between 

researcher and informants, making reflexivity particularly central. Data is obtained through 

social interactions where the researcher participates, thus the researcher help to build what 

becomes their data. Furthermore, researchers are usually at the place of power in these 

interactions meaning the researcher must be critical to the outcome (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 66). 

For me conducting an ethnographic study, it is therefore important that I reflect upon myself, 

my own sociocultural context, my role and what I represent, in order to understand 

preconceptions and in what way my presence might influence responses (Davies, 2008. pp. 3-

7). Hence, this study was conducted in Ocean View, an underserviced community with a 

different culture and history than me as a researcher coming from Sweden. This could mean 

there would be a culture clash during interactions and that this could result in 

misunderstandings or distrust. To minimise and wherever possible avoid such consequences 

there was the use of gatekeepers that were well-known in the area and who had a deep 

understanding of the culture. In practice some people reacted when told the author was from 

Sweden and even asked to come and live in my country or for me to help them to get a job, 

thus implying a view of a Swedish man as someone who can make things better. There were 

also some who asked if we came from the municipality and showed things they wanted to 

have fixed and were generally curious as to why this Swedish man was going around asking 

questions. Therefore, to reflect on whether answers have been affected by the researcher is an 

important aspect in this study. 

3.2.2 Confidentiality 

Collecting data through social interactions and observations means that personal information 

may be obtained, making confidentiality important. If information is collected without people 

knowing about it or having given consent for the information to be used people will feel that 
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the researcher has invaded on their personal privacy (Davies, 2008. p. 59). Explaining the use 

of information, privacy consideration and assurances of confidentiality, as well as getting 

consent for the use of information was therefore essential. However, Davies (2008, pp. 59-60) 

argues that ethnographic researchers need to be cautious about what level of confidentiality 

they promise as, for example, linguistic traits evident in direct quotations can make 

informants recognizable to themselves or anyone who knows them well. By that, assuring that 

informants will be totally anonymous should not be done as it is difficult or even impossible 

to live up to such a promise in ethnography. Actions have been taken to avoid this potential 

confidentiality breach during the conduct of this study in Ocean View. 

All informants were told about the research and should they wish engage in conversation, it 

would be confidential but what they say or do might be documented and used in the study. 

Informants were, mostly, consisting of people chosen by gatekeepers or people engaging in 

conversation during walks in the community. Most of the conversations were short, under half 

an hour, with consent given verbally during the conversation. Some conversations were 

longer, more than half an hour, usually with people with extra interest in the study and where 

there was a meeting set up for the conversation. For these longer conversations informants 

were told the data would most definitely be used in the study if they chose to participate and 

they were asked to give consent before conversations as well as being emailed afterwards 

with conversation notes and a request for permission to cite these. These informants also got 

to choose if they wanted to be cited by name or not. 

Participant observation was also a part of social interactions in the community. It is known 

that “in research such as participant observation, based on long-term and multi-stranded social 

relationships, discussions of confidentiality are normally inappropriate in the early stages” 

(Davies 2008. p. 59).  However, Davies continues saying the participant observations need to 

be included in “explanations about the nature of the research” (Davies 2008. p. 59) meaning 

consent to participate also includes consent for being observed. The author took actions to 

assure this when describing the research for people, saying the research is based on observing 

and talking to people in the community.  

Due to confidentiality, citations in the results will be without names or characteristics of the 

informant. Informants from the longer conversations, where consent has been given, will 

however be a bit more descriptive, including profession or relevance to the water topic. 

3.2.3 Fieldwork 

Conducting an ethnographic study involves spending time in the studied community or group, 

doing fieldwork. In this study the conducted fieldwork revolved around participatory 

observation and having conversations with people. Participant observation involves the two 

activities observing and participating which can not be done simultaneously (Davies 2008. 

p.82). Davies (2008. p. 83) quotes Rabinow who proclaims observation as the foundation of 

the research method as the researcher comes from the outside, being an observer. Rabinow 

also highlights that participation and observation feeds one another, e.g. participation leading 

to new observations, meaning that the researcher frequently changes between being a 

participant and observer, making participant observation a spiralling process of shifting 

between two roles. During the first weeks of the field work the author mainly had the role of 

observer and the gatekeeper asking questions. Through the gatekeeper’s interactions with 

informants a slow introduction to the community was enabled, giving time to get 

understanding of the context and how to approach and find informants. 
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Participant observation entails a close interaction with those under study and the presence and 

involvement of the researcher will influence the outcome. The influence of the researcher in 

participant observation was, prior to the 1970s, viewed as something to be eliminated 

completely, but has since only involved minimizing the influence, mainly through 

considerations of rhetorical style (Davies 2008. p. 11). Rhetorical style has been reflected 

upon by the author to assure a lowered influence, e.g. by using open ended questions. 

Conversational progress would for the most part be determined by the interaction with 

informants and the responses that were given. Conversations and observations would feed one 

another bringing about more questions, potentially resulting in more information being 

obtained, but was also essential for informing when a conversation would go no further. A 

conversation´s development is dependent on the informant being open and willing to share 

information, and body language or what´s said could appraise when to stop. Being observant 

of this can help ensuring no boundaries are crossed, which is an ethical consideration 

(O’Reilly, 2012, pp. 116-121) This way of conversing makes conversations feel less of an 

interrogation and more collaborative and assured a co-creation of knowledge coming from the 

bottom-up which was key for uncovering local views, priorities and needs. 

3.3 Method 

The method used in this study is qualitative content analysis of data collected. The data was 

collected from relevant articles in media, conversations with people in Ocean View as well as  

a school class in a local primary school and observations made during all these interactions 

with people. 

3.3.1 Data collection 

Participant observation and conversations were used as the method for data collection to get 

local viewpoints and perspectives lifted (Sangasubana 2011. p. 567). Collecting data from 

conversations and observations was not separated from each other, rather they happened 

simultaneously during interactions with people. Initially there were more observations being 

made and the gatekeepers mainly handling the interaction with people, though further on the 

author would initiate conversations too and collect observations at the same time. All relevant 

data collected from conversations and observations was written down in a notebook out in the 

field, mainly during, but sometimes after, interactions. These notes were then transcribed at 

the end of the day or the following morning. Data collection focused on people's responses 

during conversation, verbally and through, e.g., body language and gestures, as well as the 

state of the area and people´s daily lives. 

Using the word ‘conversation’ to describe the data collection through speaking with people is 

done due to the informal nature of these interactions. Conversations were unplanned and did 

not follow any specific questions but were guided by the research topic and data needs. 

Typically a day of fieldwork would mean going to Ocean View and walking around in the 

neighbourhood talking to people. Firstly an introduction of ourselves (gatekeeper and 

researcher) and the study would be made, to assure that people would know what they were 

engaging in. Conversation could thereafter be about anything, with the author sometimes 

steering it towards the water topic. 

These shorter conversations were the main source for local voices and more than 50 people 

participated in such conversations. Other than this, a local primary school class was visited 

where the kids were asked to draw about what they do to save water. These drawings were 
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photographed and given back to the kids and stood for all the data collected from this session, 

made to enlighten if they had been influenced by communication. There were also four longer 

conversations carried out with people of extra interest and these four were a politician, a 

systems expert, a water entrepreneur, and a farmer. Of these only the farmer were an Ocean 

View resident. The conversation with the politician gave valuable insight into politics of the 

area and strategic planning for Ocean View. The other people of extra interest had deep 

knowledge about the water topic and how things had been handled locally and actions from 

both people and authorities. This was also a possibility to get questions that had come up from 

conversations answered or explained. These conversations gave an input that increased the 

understanding of context, which were of great value. 

Throughout the whole study there were media articles collected, mainly around the topic of 

Day Zero. Some of the collected articles were later on analysed with the purpose being to 

show how the communication was portrayed in the media and to get an idea about what 

feelings people might have felt from reading articles. Articles were also useful in showing 

what the city did and when certain implementations were put in. Collection happened from 

any local news website with the basis that the article was about the water crisis and portraying 

a sense of feeling about the situation. Either with authorities making statements or journalists 

writing about the water crisis. Articles chosen for analysis were those having a certain 

message and portraying a certain feeling, for instance, about the situation´s severity or 

something authorities have or have not done, as well articles explaining what to do. 

3.3.2 Data analysis 

Typical for ethnographic research is that it provides a wide variety of data resulting in a body 

of data with the two distinct features; immense and unstructured, which can be challenging to 

handle (Davies, 2008. p. 233). Qualitative content analysis is great to use while working with 

a big dataset and the purpose is to transform a large amount of text into a structured summary 

of key results that enhances the latent meanings behind the text, providing a deeper 

understanding. However, content analysis can be time-consuming and challenging regarding 

how to start and what to do with all the data, having no step-wise process that can be applied. 

Every ethnographic study gets a unique dataset and without any clear rules of content analysis 

a novice ethnographic researcher can get stuck, especially between the different steps in the 

analysis (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017 pp. 93-95). The huge dataset will contain an 

extensive package of underlying meanings and the text must therefore be analysed in its broad 

context enabling the researcher to see the bigger picture. Nearly all analysis of ethnographic 

data begins with establishing and explaining categories and proceeds with exploring 

relationships within these categories, relationships that the researcher can modify, reject, 

extend or refine throughout the analysis. But it is essential that reasons for doing so are 

evident and sought for in the text and that the researcher balances his/her own 

preunderstanding of a topic inducing choices in the analysis (Davies, 2008. p. 237). For that 

reason reflexivity is important for the researcher to consider in the content analysis. 

In this study a content analysis framework by Granskär & Höglund-Nielsen and Erlingsson & 

Brysiewicz was applied to analyse the collected data from conversations and the collected 

articles. In the kids drawings analysis was only made on text they had written in the drawings, 

and this analysis was done using the same framework. The content analysis itself is a process 

that starts with finding meaningful units in the text and using these to form common themes 

and categories, serving to raise the level of abstraction of the data in each step (Erlingsson & 

Brysiewicz, 2017. pp. 94-95). Forming themes and categories is a process of taking the literal 

content of the collected data and expressing it on a much more latent level, with regard to 
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differences and similarities in the text (Granskär & Höglund-Nielsen, 2012. pp. 187-190). 

Due to the nature of this study's methodology with topics being revisited and conversations 

fed by other obtained information, themes and categories were established, though also 

modified and rejected, throughout the whole research process. 

 

The content analysis itself began with a first read-through of the whole text, writing down the 

probable theme for most of the sentences in the text. This helped to identify the extent of each 

meaningful unit during the second read-through when the text was divided. A meaningful unit 

can be any part of text that together expresses a certain meaning. The meaningful units can 

range from being a few words to many sentences, what is important is that the core meaning 

of the part of text is retained. If the meaningful unit is made too short it might lose its core 

meaning from the text, and if the unit is too long there might be more than one core meaning 

in the unit. Identifying meaningful units is no one-time event, but rather continuous 

throughout the process, analysing, evaluating and returning to the raw data to reflect 

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017. pp. 93-95). In the end, the units form the base of the content 

analysis. 

After identifying the meaningful units a process of making the units easier to handle was 

initiated. First the units were condensed, shortening the length of the text while assuring the 

core meaning was preserved. The condensed units were then given a code, for the most part 

only one word, working as a label quickly describing what the unit is about. In order to assure 

validity of the codes they were checked against the original meaningful unit (Erlingsson & 

Brysiewicz, 2017. p. 98). Codes relating to each other through context or content, describing 

differences, similarities, or different aspects of a similar topic were grouped to form a 

category in the analysis. Though, as it could be difficult to immediately see the category while 

working with the big quantity of codes, smaller groups of codes with a similar content were 

sometimes assimilated to form sub-categories at first. Sub-categories relating to each other 

were then put together to form the categories. As the last step, themes were created. Themes 

are formed by categories bringing on a similar message and have a high level of abstraction, 

trying to answer what the topic is about (Granskär, Höglund-Nielsen, 2012. pp. 187-201; 

Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017. pp. 93-99). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 
 

4. Results  

4.1 Communication about water  

There are many different types of communication relating to the water crisis targeting 

different ways to try to create change. Something that played a big role was the campaigning 

from the authorities and their different measures to try to create change. Particularly 

significant was the Day Zero campaign that highlighted the seriousness of the matter and 

created a huge discussion in the media giving it lots of publicity. This debate gave the media a 

big role in the communication about water as well as their news about the water crisis and 

creating discussion. 

4.1.1 Apocalypse and panic 

The City of Cape Town began their campaign about the drought and the looming water crisis 

during 2017, starting to publish weekly updates on water consumption and dam levels online 

on the city's official website (City of Cape Town, Dam levels, 2019). This was accompanied 

with the city's “Think water” campaign that gave information about the water crisis as well as 

guidelines for using less water in an attempt to lower consumption with some softer 

communication (City of Cape Town, Think water, 2019). Figure 1 on the next page shows an 

example of water saving tips the city gave out during the Day Zero marketing and these were 

similar to the type of tips that accompanied the “Think water”-campaign.  

The severity of the situation was now beginning to be understood and it was time to act, 

making people understand how serious the situation was and thereby changing people's 

behaviour. How the water crisis was described is exemplified below by Xanthea Limberg. 

“We are in an unprecedented situation. This drought is far more severe and protracted than 

anyone foresaw and rainfall probability remains uncertain”. -City’s Mayoral Committee 

Member for Informal Settlements, Water and Waste Services; and Energy, Councillor 

Xanthea Limberg. (City of Cape Town, Media office, 2017-08-07, Drought crisis: early 

warm, dry weather calls for extra saving efforts)  

The water crisis was described in a way to establish the threat of the situation and how it was 

greater than expected talking about an “unprecedented situation” being “far more severe”. 

However, there was still no panic in the way the water crisis was described, which was 

something that would prove to permeate the communication further on.  

 

The city was trying to create change and communication continued with a focus on 

establishing the situations´severity. One of the most significant ways to achieve this was 

through the use of the Day Zero marketing, starting more significantly during the later months 

of 2017, essentially putting a deadline on when the taps will be shut off if nothing changes 

and spreading this to the people. Now the looming disaster was being presented not that far in 

to the future and the climate of the debate was beginning to shift.  

“To keep essential services and vital industry running, we have calculated that at 13,5% dam 

storage the City will turn off almost all taps. This is Day Zero. If we don’t have everyone 

restricting their water consumption, we will reach Day Zero in May. Cape Town, the 

situation is serious, but we can make it if we all do our utmost in partnership. We can avoid 

Day Zero by working together.”- Statement by Patricia de Lille, Executive mayor of Cape 

Town. (City of Cape Town, Media office, 2017-11-15, Day Zero: when is it, what is it, and 

how can we avoid it?) 
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Figure 1. An example of the type of ‘softer communication’ from the city's water awareness 

campaign that was given out by the City of Cape Town. (Collected by the author in the Fish 

Hoek Library 22/2-19). 

Listed water-saving tips: Toilet flushing and sanitation. Only flush the toilet when necessary. 

Flush with greywater only. Close toilet stopcock. Place a full glass bottle in your cistern. Use 

less toilet paper. Use bleach or disinfectant to regularly sanitise toilets and surrounding 

areas. Body washing and personal hygiene. Take very short, stop-start showers. Take a 

sponge bath. Don´t let water run while you wait for it to heat. Don’t let taps run for too long 

or at full flow. Use waterless hand sanitizer. Collect as much washing water as possible and 

re-use for flushing toilets. 
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Spreading the idea that water will run out if change do not happen was essential and people 

needed to understand the seriousness. Media helped with this and created a big discussion 

around the topic and put it on top of the agenda. Media was painting a picture of an 

apocalyptic future that must be avoided and now panic were also beginning to surround the 

way the water crisis was described, which is highlighted in the quotes below. 

“Day zero can be expected as soon as April 29, 2018, after high water usage by Cape Town 

residents over the past week” (Iavan Pijoos, News24, 2017-12-19, Day Zero moves closer 

after high water usage in Cape Town) 

”We should be prepared to live with very little water for at least three months and possibly 

up to six months after Day Zero” (Yasmine Jacobs, IOL, 2018-01-19, 7 things you need to 

know about #DayZero) 

 

”But the day […] brought forward by the city’s excessive consumption despite repeated 

public warnings from increasingly panicked officials” (Gregory Walton & Kristen van Schie, 

Mail & Guardian, 2018-01-25, Panic and blame as Cape Town braces for water shut-off) 

“Day Zero […] The consequences of reaching this point will be far reaching. For one, it 

will mean residents will have to stand in line to collect 25 litres of water per person per day.” 

(Kevin Winter, The Conversation, 2018-02-20, Day Zero is meant to cut Cape Town’s water 

use: what is it, and is it working?)  

Media was doing its part in making the people aware of the situation and was now also 

spreading panic and stress about the approaching disaster. The way of describing the water 

crisis apocalyptically and with panic also continued until the end when the rain finally came 

and the crisis was over. This certainly affected people, creating stress, and also had its effects 

on water savings making people save even more. 

Water consumption continued to stay too high even after the Day Zero marketing and the city 

increased their communication even more, creating a bit of shaming but still creating an 

incentive for people to lower their water use. This was done through the use of a public water 

map showing a colored dot on every household based on their water consumption, and 

acknowledging those households that were saving water with a green dot (City of Cape Town, 

2019). This normalized water saving behaviour, created incentive to save water and exposed 

household´s water consumption for public eyes giving the potential for a bit of naming and 

shaming in local communities, and creating behavioural change through social pressure. The 

media looked at the Water map as both good and bad, having strengths but also the possibility 

to create a sense of “us” and “them” between people using different amounts of water. 

“The strength of the Water Map is its potential to apply social pressure to encourage water 

savings. Social pressure exerts a powerful influence and shapes behaviour. By allowing the 

public gaze to fall on every residential property in the municipality, the Water Map renders 

homes publicly accountable for their water use.” (David W., Olivier, Mail & Guardian 2018-

01-18, Cape Town's map of water usage has residents seeing red).  

Creating social pressure on excessive water user enabled another dimension for achieving the 

behavioural change needed. Though, the city´s purpose with the water map was rather to 

acclaim those saving water than exposing those not saving water. People were beginning to 

criticize those using too much water, creating more debates in the media of the purpose of the 

Water map. This forced authorities to respond, coming out stating that people should not be 
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shaming each other, instead working together and helping excessive users save more water: 

“Don’t behave aggressively or shame your neighbour on social media. During this crisis we 

all need to work together, not alienate each other. […] High users are often unaware of their 

usage, but willing to change their behaviour once approached.” (City of Cape Town, 2019, 

Water map, Frequently asked questions, p.1).  

The water map made people aware of their water usage and was trying to encourage those 

who were still using too much, giving extra motivation to save water as something could be 

won socially by getting a green dot on the map. The City of Cape Town wanted to use the 

water map to unify people in the fight against the drought, getting people to work together and 

encourage each other. With the mayor Patricia de Lille prompting that: “The greener we go‚ 

the more we push day zero away.” (Bobby Jordan, Sunday Times, 2018-01-15, Useful water-

saving tool? Or has Cape Town gone dotty?). The water map made people work for a green 

dot and the number of green dots increased by about 55 000 green dots in the first month 

(City of Cape Town, 2019), showing that it was indeed an effective way to create a 

behavioural change. 

4.2 Responses and actions  

With the city exposing an unpleasant future that must be avoided and trying to create change, 

people in Ocean View were taking this all in and were affected in many ways. People 

responded differently to this and the water crisis affected their lives in different ways but 

everybody became aware of it and responses and actions were beginning to form. 

There were some conversations made with people outside of Ocean View with relevance to 

working with the water topic and thus give context to the water subject. In terms of the water 

crisis and why it was happening these people had some valuable insights to give.  

A South Peninsula entrepreneur working to create more water sustainability stated that the 

reason the crisis was possible was because “authorities did not plan that much for the future 

(about water) in the earlier parts of 2000“. She followed saying that “All levels of government 

caught out by the drought. Too few people responded to calls for strict water savings” 

(Conversation with water sustainability entrepreneur, 5/3-19). Thus, she suggests the 

authorities had some responsibility for the crisis to be possible. This idea is also shared, but 

combined with some other factors, by a systems expert highly involved in working with Day 

Zero and planning how to handle it. In his view the reasons the water crisis happened was due 

to “rapid increase in population and a complete disregard for water use before crisis. It was a 

drought and it was unexpected. Climate change is happening.” (Conversation with systems 

expert, 20/3 -19).  

Therefore it is possible authorities did not think much about the water use before the crisis, 

but in the end it was the drought that enabled the water crisis to happen. It was also the Day 

Zero campaign that initiated the response according to the water sustainability entrepreneur 

and a local politician. Both saying that there were no response until the day zero marketing. 

The politician even concluded: “fear of Day Zero the driving factor” (for the change) 

(Conversation with local politician, 18/2-19).  

So the Day Zero marketing was highly important for the response to form and when it did 

people had great impact at saving water. The water sustainability entrepreneur and the 

systems expert did both highlight the great response from people acting towards the water 

scarcity. “There were also some wonderful individual and community initiatives to help 

people who were battling to reduce their consumption. Community strategies were also put in 

place to work together if Day Zero became a reality” (Conversation with water sustainability 
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entrepreneur, 5/3-19).  “Amazing what people did. Social phenomena. Going together, 

creating change” (Conversation with systems expert, 20/3 -19).  

In the end people have changed their way of using water. This is obvious by just looking at 

the reduction in water use presented by the systems expert. “Far south had 17 megalitres/day, 

dropped to 9 megalitres/day. He is also certain that the changed behaviour will last, stating 

that “no one will ever use water in the same way again” (Conversation systems expert, 20/3-

19).  

4.2.1 Water becoming a topic: fear, concern and blame 

Different kinds of communication was a recurring theme through most conversations about 

the water crisis with descriptions of the communicational role of the media and authorities. It 

also created a rife debate about the water crisis which lifted the subject to the top of the 

agenda and made way for a response to be initiated. 

In terms of when the response towards the water crisis began, conversations made it clear that 

it came as an effect of the communication about the water crisis, with some highlighted as the 

start by people in Ocean View. A woman spoke about the start saying that “first was a 

warning about scarce water which led to people preparing” (Conversation with women, 18/2 -

19). Another woman spoke about different kinds of communication as the start and how it 

was “education in media. TV, radio” (Conversation with woman, 14/3-19). Thus, it is clear 

that the communication about the water crisis was highly significant for the response to be 

initiated.  

 

Fear and concern related to use of water was never an issue before the Day Zero 

communication. In fact, before the Day Zero communication water was not a topic that was 

high on the agenda for people in general and people were not thinking about saving water. 

This was a shared point of view from most people in Ocean view, saying that water was not 

something to think about before the communication “Never had been a problem before” 

(Conversation with women, 18/2 -19). “Before people wasted water” (Conversation with man, 

14/3-19).  

From being something not worth thinking about, the communication about Day Zero lifted the 

subject to the top of the agenda and made it an unavoidable topic as it created a lot of concern 

about the situation. This was something new that affected everyone and the severity of the 

situation was very high, meaning that it was seen as an approaching threat by many. The most 

common feeling described in Ocean View following the communication and Day Zero was to 

feel afraid or worried about what was about to happen. “No water, no life. Concern.” 

(Conversation with man, 14/3-19). “Concern. How will we survive?” (Conversation with 

seniors, 14/3-19). “Water crisis led to worrying. Felt afraid. Can't cope without water” 

(Conversation with woman, 14/3-19).  

Understandably, getting awareness about the water situation and what would happen if 

behaviour did not change makes fear a reasonable feeling to get. For the people, this was 

certainly not something pleasant, but in terms of creating the response, this helped cause a 

changed behaviour. People were expressing how communication about the water crisis made 

them feel worried and how this worrying made them act towards saving water. Some even 

stated that the fear itself was the driving factor for the behavioural changes like the local 

politician suggested. The local farmer concluded that the communication and the feelings of 

concern and fear were decisive and that “before no one cared about water. Used as much as 

they wanted” (Conversation with farmer, 13/3-19). It is thereby evident that fear played a big 

part in the result being initiated. 
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This newly risen topic also created a rife debate about whom to blame and why the situation 

had come to this point. The answers people had were diverse and many, with different groups 

of people pointing at certain topics while other groups were pointing at something else. A 

farmer working in Ocean View stated: “Poorest of people never abused water. Did not have 

much to spend it on. Can't blame them” (Conversation with farmer, 13/3-19). Commonly, 

people in Ocean View shared the view that rich people were more to blame than poor people, 

bringing up these differences in water use between groups and implying whom to blame or 

not to blame for the water crisis. However, the most common topic in Ocean View regarding 

responsibility relates to authorities and the lack of planning and investments in water 

infrastructure. This seemed to be the first thought coming to mind about blaming someone for 

the water crisis and many people had a say about it. “Day Zero to blame on bad planning. Can 

not plan ahead of themselves. National government must be responsible” (Conversation with 

man, 14/3-19). “It was never a drought. Population expanded too much, infrastructure not 

invested in. Political problem. Did not think about water. Expanded without concern or 

improvements” (Conversation with woman, 14/3-19).  

The authorities were deemed responsible by many putting them to the peoples´ list of whom 

to blame for the water crisis. This indicates a lack of planning from the authorities, though 

together with other aspects that was at play to create the situation. The reasons brought up as 

to why the water situation came to the point it did are, as seen, many and it is a complicated 

question without an easy answer. All of the factors stated by people were valid to some extent 

and the mix of them created the situation. One main factor was that few spoke or even thought 

about water before the water crisis. Though in the end communication was successful in 

bringing attention to it and it made people look at why this was happening, creating tension 

between different groups as well as emotional stress for many, but it did initiate the response 

towards the water crisis.  

4.2.2 Water savings  

The initial reactions of fear and putting blame might not have stopped on any point but 

another reaction was added to the list in the form of actions towards saving water. The city 

had their campaign, listing some water saving measures that people responded to, but people 

were also coming up with many ideas by themselves.  

People acted towards saving as much water as they could and the different actions were many. 

A very common one was to reuse water that had been used for another purpose, so called 

greywater. Many people collected their wash-water to use for something else in order to lower 

their water use. “Collected water I wash in to use for garden” (Conversation with elderly 

woman, 14/3-19). “Shower with bucket, use for gardens” (Conversation with seniors, 14/3-

19). “Saving washing water for toilet” (to flush with) (Conversation with seniors, 14/3-19). 

“During the drought, students in schools were asked to bring own bottles with greywater to 

flush toilets” (Conversation with woman, 4/3-19). 

 

It was also common to collect water from other sources.“During water crisis 2016, I fetched 

water from the mountains.” (Conversation with man 1/2-19). “We collect rainwater in a barrel 

which we use for flushing and flowers” (Conversation with kids, 14/3-19). “Filled all bottles 

with water” (Conversation woman, 18/2-19). 

Many actions were undertaken to get a bit more water to use. But what have been the main 

measures that people in Ocean View commited to was to try and use as little as possible. 

Saving water and becoming water aware with the water they had. “We use water by not 
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wasting, every drop counts” (Conversation with kids, 14/3-19). “Saving more water” 

(Conversation man, 24/2-19). “Do things to save water” (Conversation with woman, 4/3-19) 

Many of the actions to save water that were brought up by people were tips that the authorities 

listed as a way of saving water in their water awareness campaign. These are seen in figure 1 

on page 25, which shows an example of the city´s communication during the water crisis. As 

people in Ocean View talked about water saving measures that are closely related to some of 

these tips it means that the awareness campaign was successful, at least to some extent, in 

influencing the behaviour. There was also more evidence suggesting that people indeed have 

adapted water saving measures suggested by the city, coming from kids in school and their 

drawings. 

 

During the visit to the school class at the Kleinberg primary school, the kids were asked to 

draw pictures based on the questions how they use water and if they do something special to 

save water. Below in figure 2 and 3 are two examples of the kids´s drawings showing many 

good tips to save water. Many of which relate to the communication from the city that is 

shown in figure 1. 

  

Figure 2. Picture drawn by a kid in the Kleinberg Primary school. It says : “How I save water 

at my home: I save water by putting buckets under the tap. Then we reuse the water again. We 

then put the buckets again under the tap. Then we repeat the process again. 

Think smart and Save Water. Every drop counts. 

We can save water by: Closing taps – Not having taps open. By bathing with not to much 

water. Not playing with water. Using a bit less than what we need to. “ 
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Figure 3. Another picture drawn by a kid in the Kleinberg Primary school. It says: How to 

save water. When you wash your car you put the water in the bucket. Close the tap. Save 

water by using the water you bathe with in the garden. When you go to the toilet you flush 

when you do number 2. I mop the floor with bathing water. Flush when you do number 2. You 

get water 20L day. Put the water in the bucket and wash dishes. The water we bath with I use 

it to wash dog number 2. 

These drawings illustrated in figure 2 and 3 are only two of many showing similar things. 

Most of the kids did draw something with influences from the city´s communication. This 

means that the kids have been influenced by the water awareness campaign and learned from 

it. Likely they have worked with the topic and gotten information in school as well. Anyhow 

this shows that the kids have become more water aware. 

4.2.3 Impacts of the water crisis 

The water crisis had a big effect on people's lives going from something that had never been a 

problem, to something to think about every day. One general effect that was commonly 

described in Ocean View was a change that meant using less water. “Had to use water 

sparingly” (Conversation with seniors, 14/3-19). “Using the little that we had” (Conversation 

with woman, 18/2-19). The water crisis did mean having to use less water and was one of the 

most obvious effects. Though, there was also a change in that people could no longer count on 

having water every day. This was the new life of many people, and one of the most common 

effects that were described by the people and it had a negative impact on their lives. 

A woman described a difficult reality: “Not water every day. We did not cope. Was really 

bad” (Conversation with women, 14/3-19). Another man explained that “taps working, but 
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sometimes off for hours. Did not get enough water” (Conversation with seniors, 14/3-19). 

When talking about the impacts of the water crisis one man answered that “City slowed down 

flow. Did not come from taps” and another man said “Water crisis. Waiting for water to go 

on. Difficult time” (Conversation with men, 14/3-19). 

The new reality for people in Ocean View was to not having water all the time. The city 

slowing down the flow meant the water did not come from the taps all the time resulting in a 

harsh time for people, struggling to get water. Along with the slowing down of the flow came 

also an increased price for water affecting those without extra money to spend. “Now they 

demand money for water too. Money demand for water is the problem now” (Conversation 

with family 4/2-19). Thus, price of water also became something that made it difficult for 

people, but it also helped drive the actions to lower peoples´ water use further. The 

conversations suggest that by making water more expensive and increasing awareness 

people's view of water changed, increasing the value of it. “Value of water. It has changed, 

partly because of cost. Did not cost anything before, but also awareness.” (Conversation with 

woman, 14/3-19). 

In the new reality the value of water was increased and in the end the effects likely helped 

force actions to happen. For many people though, the effects meant a harsh time and 

something that impacted people's lives negatively, which is what people mostly think about if 

they are thinking of effects of the water crisis. 

4.2.4 A changed behaviour 

Many aspects of the water crisis meant negative things for peoples´ lives and were something 

that people would rather have not been put through. Though in the end some good things have 

come out of it in terms of a lower water usage and that people have become more water wise.  

It is likely that the water crisis has changed people's views and value of water and that these 

changes will remain. The most obvious consequence of the water crisis was a lower water use 

and this led to learning and changed people's behaviour. This is a topic that many speak of in 

Ocean View, and a when talking with a woman in her home she shared a story working as a 

great example of how behaviour and thinking have changed: 

(During the crisis) “Every day watching news about water levels. Led to educating children 

about what was going on. It was a wake up call leading to learning. Now we don´t waste. For 

example. Today was a water leak, 2-3 hours. People ran there with buckets to fetch the water. 

Using for gardens and cars. It would not have happened before the crisis. The thinking about 

have changed.” (Conversation with woman, 18/2-19)  

Being put in to a situation where having water no longer is as certain as it has been before. 

forced a changed behaviour and the value of water increased significantly. It was no longer 

something to take for granted and it was now important to take care of the water you had. 

Now the changed behaviour lingers on, exemplified by the story and other people in Ocean 

View saying they still save water. “Now have water but trying to save as much as possible. 

Storing water” (Conversation with woman, 14/3-19). “Reusing washing-water for flowers 

still. Changed” (Conversation with woman, 14/3-19). 

The water crisis created a new reality that meant a lower water usage and a consequence that 

involved behavioural changes. The view of water has changed and it is possible that no one 

will ever use water the same way again as the systems expert predicts. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Method discussion 

The methodological purpose of this study was to collect a unique qualitative dataset rooted in 

time and place, in order to highlight local opinions, needs and priorities. Therefore any 

methodology relating to prediction, decisive tests, transferability and credibility was 

disqualified as there would only be explanations found, not causal assertions (Davies, 2008. p. 

21). Having the aim to explore how the City of Cape Town communicated the warnings about 

taps running dry and how the public responded to the messages meant that a method involving 

close interactions with people would be necessary. Therefore, choosing ethnographic 

methodology was done as it matched the purpose well. It also turned out do be a good choice 

as ongoing interactions with residents guided the direction of the study towards locally 

prioritized topics, which was helpful and also made the results feel more credible.   

 

While thinking about how to conduct the study, qualitative method was chosen, but 

quantitative and mixed method were also considered. The research questions may have been 

able to be answered through the use of quantitative methods, which would certainly have 

enabled more informants to be reached. However, with the purpose of looking in to 

communication and responses the results relied heavily on personal stories from informants. 

This is something that can not be quantified and therefore inhibits the usefulness of 

quantification. But, quantitative method could potentially have been applicable after 

collecting the qualitative data (O’Reilly, 2012, pp. 12, 42). Though, this would require more 

than the ten weeks of fieldwork in this study. Therefore the qualitative method was chosen 

and a content analysis to uplift the meaning of the text. Content analysis has no step-wise 

approach on how to analyse the data, unlike quantitative analysis methods, but by being 

transparent of the analysis process any reader is free to judge. Content analysis suits this study 

and is popular in qualitative research as it can be used for almost any context and can help 

structuring big datasets (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017 pp. 93-95). 

Throughout the study many people have been interacted with in Ocean View. All of these 

interactions have taken place at daytime, somewhere between 9am -16pm, Monday - Friday 

with people being out on the streets, around their homes or at their workplace. Therefore it 

can be contested how representative the result is to the whole community of Ocean View as 

this means only certain groups, that were approachable when the author was out, were 

interacted with. However, informants willing to share information did uplift experiences of 

everyday life for people in Ocean View or people close to them, and would sometimes 

highlight someone of extra interest to speak to. Some people were more open and engaged in 

the conversation making claims and taking the conversation further, while others were more 

closed and subjective. Together the conversations lifted many different topics, views and 

needs. Though it possibly is not representative of the whole community of Ocean View, the 

method provided people that shared stories of their lives. Every informant acting voluntarily 

and passionately wanting to have their voice heard (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 132). 

Inadvertently the most palpable weakness of the method was regarding the fact that the author 

is from Sweden. Going in as a Swedish man to an underserviced community like Ocean View 

had many interested as to why we were there with some immediately thinking ‘city authority’ 

and asking if we came from the municipality. When told the author was from Sweden many 

also associated the author with wealth and potentially someone who could make their lives 

better. Likely this had an effect on informants, unconsciously or consciously, though by using 
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gatekeepers that were well known in the community these effects were minimised, at least to 

some degree.  

5.2 Water history of Cape Town 

When trying to understand how the risk of running out of water was communicated and how 

the public responded it is important to understand the water history of Cape Town. Water 

scarcity is nothing new in the area and historically water sources have regularly become 

inadequate until the next water augmentation scheme has come online, expanding the water 

system as water has become a problem. Though this approach to water provisional planning 

has changed, water sources have continued to be outstripped (Brown & Magoba, 2009. pp. 

25-30). Thus, warnings of water scarcity have become a regular topic, and historically 

something authorities have fixed by themselves. This is likely part of the reason why the 

communication was softer in the beginning and why the response to early warning of the 

water crisis was low, both by authorities and the public, as the water history of the area 

rendered water scarcity unthreatening. Tying in to risk perception, water scarcity might not 

have been deemed a threat following that people underreact to common risks and ones they 

can't see or feel (Stoknes, 2015. p. 33, 45). This is extended as water catchment areas are 

located far away from the City of Cape Town making their water levels, as well as the risk, 

invisible to people´s own eyes. However, as dam levels started to get communicated during 

the water crisis this threat became apparent and may have been involved in triggering a 

response. 

The water history can also help explain the approach authorities took for their strategies. In 

the beginning of the 21
st
 century water demand in Cape Town was starting to exceed the 

supply and authorities responded with water awareness campaigns and water restrictions. The 

result was a 20% decrease in consumption from 2000 to 2005 even though the population and 

the economy continued to grow (Brown & Magoba, 2009. pp. 25-30). This shows that Cape 

Town is familiar with water restrictions and creating awareness to lower water consumption 

and that this was a successful method. Therefore, it is not so startling that authorities chose 

the approach of lowering the public water use with water awareness campaigns and water 

restrictions as it is something they had successfully done before. 

Looking in to the public response it is also evident that it was low because people did not feel 

they were the ones who should lower their water use, but rather someone else was to blame 

and it was their responsibility to solve the water crisis. South Africa's water history has been 

highly influenced by development and economic growth forcing expansion of the water 

system. Agriculture uses 73% of the country's water, the domestic sector 15% and industries 

11% (Larry, 2017. p. 76). In terms of ensuring delivery of drinking water to people these 

statistics makes it difficult to say that declining water levels is the main problem. Larry argues 

that the country's development under irrigation have created an “economic water scarcity” 

where the huge quantities of water that are needed to keep the economy running is what 

makes the water resources inadequate. In his view water scarcity is therefore highly a political 

problem (Larry, 2017. pp. 74-79). The same view was shared by many activists during the 

water crisis that were criticizing the way the water resource were being used and raising 

questions of the right to water and water as a public resource (Robins, 2019. p. 15). As the 

domestic sector only constitutes a fraction of the total water use, drinking water should not be 

so difficult to deliver. However, all agriculture and industry is not bad as much of what is 

produced is essential goods the country needs for its inhabitants. The problem lies on the high 
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export of water demanding products. Through this, water scarcity is partly a political problem 

as much of South Africa's water is exported to other countries.  

The city's strategies do not explicitly mention this topic, but touch on these matters through its 

strong focus on collaboration between all sectors for a sustainable water use and that all must 

understand water is finite, valuable and a shared resource (Harris. 2018, pp. 5-9). Thus, there 

is the potential that the water use will be less of an “economic water scarcity” in the future, 

something that may be needed to stop people from blaming authorities for water scarcity. 

Debates about whom to blame for the water crisis has been ongoing throughout the water 

crisis and, as shown in the result, people in Ocean View most commonly hold authorities 

responsible. Looking at the water use statistics again, it is understandable why people feel 

they are not responsible and that the problem lies somewhere else. If, as Larry (2017. p. 76) 

concludes, big farms always seem to have enough water it is obvious that people feel less 

obligated to act upon warnings for water scarcity themselves. During the water crisis people 

also deemed it unfair that big companies were allowed to use millions of litres of municipal 

water while residents had water management devices installed to minimize their water 

consumption (Robins, 2019. p. 15). Authorities had even been warned about their 

unsustainable water use more than two decades ago without acting upon it, so for many it was 

clear that the responsibility to fix the water crisis lies on the authorities or atleast on someone 

else than themselves. However, the marketing of Day Zero had people acting drastically in the 

midst of fear and panic in order to avoid the total breakdown of the water system despite any 

questions of responsibility. This is evident in the result showing how people in Ocean View 

became afraid and acted to save as much water as possible while still having opinions about 

whom to blame. Thus, the water crisis became a political question creating many debates of 

inequalities and the ways the water resource was being used while at the same time it had 

people saving a lot of water and increasing their water awareness. All being a part of how the 

public responded to the communication during the water crisis. 

5.3 Communicating the water crisis. Understanding the low initial response. 

In order to get deeper understanding about how the public responded to the communication 

and why they responded as they did it is essential to look in to the human mind and the 

psychology behind people's actions.  As the history of Cape Town shows, water scarcity has 

been a part of people's lives for a long time and something that has been sorted out many 

times before. By that, the sense of threat from water scarcity has been low, being deemed 

common and quite harmless, also evident in the result with many saying water was no 

problem before the crisis. Thus, to become an issue of public concern it was needed to be 

asserted as an issue through claims-making, which relates to the concept of constructionism. 

The issue of water scarcity in Cape Town was not something that announced itself, at least not 

before it was too late and the taps run dry. Therefore people making claims and constructing 

water scarcity as an issue of concern was needed. For the issue to gain traction it needed to be 

recognized as an issue through a “process of collective definition” (Hansen, 2010. p. 

14).  Collectively establishing water scarcity as a public issue in the context of Cape Town 

before the water crisis would have been, and was proven, very challenging. Water scarcity 

was invisible and not deemed a threat, also people looked at it as someone else´s 

responsibility. By that, it was difficult to construct water scarcity as an issue of public 

concern, which certainly influenced the outcome that few responded to calls for strict water 

savings in the beginning. But further on during the water crisis that changed, and for that the 

human psychology played a significant part. 
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Human biology is present in everything people do and certainly so in decision making and 

behaviour. The human psyche has been shaped to fit their surroundings and assure as much 

personal benefits as possible. The five ancestral forces found in evolutionary psychology; self 

interest, status, social imitation, short term and risk perception, help to understand the nature 

of human decision-making (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 29-33). As humans mostly act to serve their 

self interest they will likely not act upon anything without personal benefit. Hence, if a person 

is not affected by water scarcity and there are calls for strict water savings, there are no 

personal gains to be found and the response will then likely be absent or low. Adding to this, 

people also favor short term gains and would for instance rather use more water here and now 

than saving it for some time in the future. As such, people's self interest and preference of the 

short term influences how they act upon new information and respond to communication 

(Stoknes, 2015. pp. 29-33). The response from people in Ocean View was low until the later 

part of the water crisis when they were more affected themselves and effects became more 

visible. There where then personal gains to be found in saving water for both the self interest 

and short term, which at least to some extent helps to explain why the response came when it 

did and not earlier. However, this was also due to the perception of risk. Risk perception 

controls the feelings of danger and threat and these feelings will not spur if people can't see or 

feel a risk, nor if the risk is deemed common and controllable. So without any visible effects 

water scarcity will not easily be deemed a threat. But when that changed and effects showed, 

the feeling of threat and danger was high, especially as people feel more afraid of risks that 

are uncontrollable and imposed on them (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 33, 45). People were then more 

willing to act in order to get out of this frightening situation. 

The two ancestral forces status and social imitation also influenced the response. Humans are 

very social and what others do and how others perceive them is of high priority, making the 

social influence how a person will behave. In what Stoknes call the “unthinking flock 

behaviour” (2015. p. 31) people tend to always follow the majority. During the water crisis 

saving water was highest on people's agenda which may itself have made people start to save 

water through the priority of imitating what others do. Also, when the City of Cape Town 

created the ‘Water map’ showing everyone´s water use they enabled the power of the social to 

influence behaviour even more. Though the focus was to acclaim great examples with a low 

water use, it also created the opportunity for social shaming of those with a high water use. 

With people caring greatly for their status, and a biology telling them to imitate others, the 

water map possibly influenced behaviour towards saving more water.  Households likely 

reduced their water use once they realised they were the odd one out, using too much water, in 

a time where saving water was of highest priority. Therefore it is certain that the social to 

some degree helped change behaviour. As Stoknes says, in order to create local meaning facts 

can not be communicated like they exist in a vacuum away from the social but must instead 

be made to enable discussion and information spreading within social groups (Stoknes, 2015. 

p. 57). Something that was enabled by the Water map as well as other communication in the 

media. Conclusively, it is therefore evident that the public response was influenced by human 

psychology and the ways the human mind affect behaviour. 

When trying to figure out why the initial response was low it is also important to look in to 

cognitive psychology, which tries to explain how people process information, create opinions 

and make decisions. Communicating new information will be interpreted differently by 

people due to differences in opinion and preunderstandings of the topic, which means the 

response will not be the same from everyone (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 38-39). To make the 

communication create meaning it can not make people perceive it as distant to them. The 

initial response to the water crisis was low in Ocean View, probably because they did not feel 

they would be affected by it, being distant in time and/or place from them. Also, as many 
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people in Ocean View stated, they felt it was someone else's responsibility, increasing the 

distance felt even further. Explaining the low response is that all things making the issue feel 

more distant decreases the concern felt about it (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 40-44). 

Early warnings about the water crisis involved speculating about the future and uncertainties, 

thereby justifying some scepticism. But when effects started to show, for instance by dam 

levels shown decreasing every week and water not always coming from the tap, scepticism 

reached its limits. People could then beyond a reasonable doubt be sure the water crisis was 

real and present. By this, people's responses were lacking until the water crisis could no 

longer be perceived as distant. 

5.4 Framing of Day Zero 

Looking into how the risk of running out of water was communicated the result shows that 

initially the communication was a bit softer with only tips on what to do to save water. In 

ways the risk was initially communicated as it had been done historically, which proved to not 

be enough. There was then a need to try something else which in the end came down to the 

frame ‘Day Zero’, and as the results show this frame was the most successful communication 

of the water crisis.  

Through different frames highlighting certain topics, issues can be looked at differently, and 

frames thereby influence responses and how communication is perceived. A frame can fail or 

succeed in capturing the issue, making it understandable and the frame is thereby crucial 

regarding if engagement is spurred. A common example of a successful frame was the 

“Ozone hole” with the motivation that it captured the threat and was easy to comprehend and 

by this enabled engagement and a quick response (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 46, 48; Hansen, 2010. 

pp. 29-31, 121). In the earlier parts of the water crisis communication was struggling to create 

the response needed which had authorities feeling desperate. The need for more rigorous 

communication was then obvious, which in the end generated the idea of ‘Day Zero’. The 

frame of Day Zero essentially put a date on when the water would run out if nothing changed 

and highlighted the need to save water. Day Zero was in ways similar to the frame of the 

“Ozone hole” really capturing the seriousness of the situation and made it easily 

understandable that saving water was crucial for everybody. At the time when the Day Zero 

marketing started in the later months of 2017 consequences of the water scarcity was 

beginning to be felt by people. Then having the day when water would run out completely as 

only a few months ahead made people unable to deny it. Along with the conclusion that the 

threat was real came also the feelings of concern and fear that many people in Ocean View 

spoke about. Hence, the frame of Day Zero made people afraid, which in the end helped force 

a changed behaviour.  

Stoknes concludes that when presenting a future of disaster and doom for people it spurs 

feelings that must be avoided, justifying anything that removes them, e.g. by down-

prioritizing it to other issues or by not believing it (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 25-26). But as the 

result highlights, the Day Zero marketing initiated the response and changed behaviour, which 

suggests that people were unable to get the feelings to go away. Perhaps the threat of being 

without water was perceived too big, and likely no one could deny it was real or find 

something else to prioritize. Being afraid about something and changing your behaviour to 

avoid what scares you do seem very likely. No matter the reason, opinion was swayed and the 

issue had been constructed as a real threat and of highest priority. Thus the response to the 

water crisis came and the frame of Day Zero helped in assuring that it did, capturing the 

severe threat and through a bit of fear and panic making people change behaviour. Even 
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though it was a negative framing used involving sacrifices by using less water, the other 

option was to potentially be out of water completely. When compared to each other, acting to 

avoid the disaster managed to win the “what’s in it for me-test”. A rare outcome for complex 

issues, e.g. climate change, where the negative framing usually means that action will be 

lacking (Stoknes, 2015. pp. 48-51). In the end the Day Zero communication was a success and 

something that managed to initiate the public response that was needed. 

 

Hansen highlights that framing through salience and selection can be a powerful tool to 

promote certain ideas, and that when examining the frame it is important to analyse whose 

ideas are served (Hansen, 2010. pp. 31, 174-175). Regarding the framing of Day Zero the 

view being spread was that water would run out if nothing changed, which was the truth. The 

frame put aside any consideration about whom to blame or why the crisis was happening and 

uplifted that working together to avoid a disaster was now crucial, no matter anything else. In 

constructionism it is said that as issues are constructed through claims-making it is then 

highly a rhetorical achievement, with the content and process of the communication 

centralised (Hansen, 2010. p. 18). The content of Day Zero constructed the issue with panic, 

which really reached people and forced an urgent response. The media also played a big part, 

fueling debates and establishing the situation´s seriousness even more with continuous 

updates and speculations on the situation. Thus, increasing the concern felt from people as 

well as the motivation to act. 

After the marketing of Day Zero engagement was spurred and the psychological barriers 

preventing the communication from being heard were no longer active. The public would now 

respond and authorities had an audience that would listen to them and the time was then to 

start spreading ideas on what to do to save water. The city strategies show a strong focus on 

collaboration and for saving water everyone needed to do their part across all relevant sectors. 

Figure 1 in the results shows that the suggested measurements for laypeople mainly revolved 

around water reuse and lowering consumption. Correspondingly, the undertaken responses 

stated by people in Ocean View also revolved around these topics, shown in stated actions 

from people and the school kids drawings on figure 2 and 3. It is thereby evident that the city 

communication was heard and that people did what they said and started to save water. Fear 

and concern continued being a driving factor for water savings, however in Ocean View parts 

can also be contributed to taps being shut off and the increasing price of water. The city´s 

strategy also involved adapting to a future with less water, and the measures needed for that. 

By this, there were also other actions implemented than a focus on communication. Two of 

the most present for people in Ocean View was the pressure management that was 

implemented by the City, sometimes meaning water was shut off, and the price increased in 

order to promote savings (Harris, 2018. p. 39). All water saving can therefore not be credited 

to communication, but rather a result of the City´s combined water strategy. But 

communication induced people to respond and triggered their creativity and innovation to 

save water which played a significant part in avoiding the disaster. As the systems expert who 

worked with the water crisis asserted: “Amazing what people did. Social phenomena. Going 

together, creating change” (Conversation with systems expert, 20/3-19). 

5.5 Ocean View learning from the difficult time of the water crisis 

Conversations in Ocean View show that they were highly affected by the communication 

about the water crisis, and especially so about the marketing of Day Zero. The communication 

generated fear and panic, caused changed behaviour and the public response eventually led to 

learning and increased water awareness. Cape Town did avoid Day Zero as rain came to 
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stabilize the situation and the fieldwork of this study was made a year or so later during the 

beginning of 2019. When making people talk about water problems it was obvious that their 

value of water had changed radically from before the water crisis. As concluded in the result 

the water crisis led to learning, both of what life is like with water scarcity and what to do to 

save water. People also continued with their habits of using water sparingly when this study´s 

fieldwork was done, even though dam levels were high. Though, this may also be credited to 

the price of water remaining higher than before, but it is still certain that no one will use water 

the same way again. The water crisis changed things and made the water issue high on the 

agenda and something that people were still afraid of. Thus, there is potential that Cape 

Town´s water use might become more sustainable thanks to the water crisis. Something that is 

well needed as it is likely a water crisis will happen again and may be even more severe due 

to climate change. 

This study has explored how the risk of running out of water was communicated and how 

people responded to this. The communication took a few different forms in order to get 

people to listen and it took quite some effort, but when people did listen change came quickly 

which was critical to avoid the disaster. However, many people were affected negatively by 

the water crisis and their life became more difficult due to the lack of water. How and to what 

extent people were affected is something beyond the aim of this study and was therefore not 

explored. But during conversations it was evident that it was a difficult time for some people 

and therefore more research on this topic would be highly interesting.  
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6. Conclusion 

Most of the water in South Africa goes to agriculture and the domestic sector is only credible 

for 15% of the water use. Therefore drinking water should not be so difficult to deliver, 

especially not as the constitution states that everyone has a right to water and it is then 

possible to argue that drinking water should be prioritized over any other water use. But the 

water crisis showed that delivering drinking water may still become problematic. The purpose 

of this thesis was to explore how the City of Cape Town communicated the warnings about 

taps running dry and how the public responded to the messages. This was done by interacting 

with a significant number of people and the findings were able to answer the research 

questions. 

Research question: How was the risk of running out of water communicated? 

Initially the risk of running out of water was communicated in a softer manner stating the 

potential of water scarcity and listing tips to save water. This had low effect on people and 

changing behaviour proved to require more effort than that. As the severity of the situation 

was beginning to be understood the City of Cape Town started to become desperate to create 

the change needed. Followingly, communication was cranked up to avoid a disaster, resulting 

in the apocalyptic framing of Day Zero that used fear and concern to change behaviour, which 

it successfully did. 

Research question: How did the public respond? 

People were responding as people do to complex issues with the human psychology 

influencing behaviour, processing of information and actions etc. Initially the public response 

to the water communication was low because people did not deem the water crisis a threat and 

neither something that was their concern or responsibility. This continued until the Day Zero 

marketing which captured the threat and made people concerned and afraid. Thereafter, 

engagement and action was spurred as the communication generated fear and panic which 

motivated people to act in order to avoid the disaster. In the end the public responded by 

learning and changing behaviour and this remained even after the water crisis, having 

changed the value of water and increased water awareness.  
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