ew technology brings prepaid water a step nearer




Prepaid electricity is already an accepted fact of life in South Africa. Prepaid water is a more contentious and highly topical issue. But widespread prepayment of water is fast becoming a reality following the development of a new dispensing and metering system by a technological “partnership” of three leading South African companies.
Cape Town-based companies Tellumat and Rhomberg along with Invensys (Meinecke) Metering Systems from Johannesburg claim to have the answer to the country’s problem of controlling prepaid electricity and water as well as recovering hundreds of millions in outstanding water revenues. The trio’s close co-operation over the last five years has resulted in the development of the Ecowater water dispensing system, a unique and tamperproof solution designed to administer and control the free monthly issue of 6,000 litres of water provided for in last year’s government directive.
Ecowater prepaid water and electricity meters have already been successfully installed in Mossel Bay and Ladysmith. Tellumat is responsible for the specially adapted version of the prepaid meter that incorporates additional functionality for the management of water consumption. Rhomberg’s fully enclosed water dispenser unit provides measurement and control of the service, whilst the tried and tested water meter is manufactured by Invensys.
The low maintenance system, which took five years to develop, is designed to overcome previously experienced problems of economic viability, reliability and security, which have bedevilled the development of an extensive prepaid water metering network.
The Tellumat Standard Transfer Specification (STS) vending system also allows for collection of outstanding revenues. Nationwide there are 550 vending outlets, with 150 points in Cape Town alone. Cape Town currently has a plan in place to double the number of vending points in the short term thus making the system more convenient for consumers.
The prepaid vending system also facilitates the collection of water arrears in much the same way that it has done for electricity. At present the prepaid electricity system has enabled the electricity arrears to be reduced to around R70 million in Cape Town.
Towards the end of last year Cape Town alone faced an amount of R570 m in water arrears. Of the annual revenue budget of R1 billion, 30%, or R300 m, is budgeted for non-payment. It costs a further R48 million a year to read meters and manage the administration of the water revenue. This excludes legal and interest costs. “It is no wonder that our rates remain such a contentious issue,” said John MacDonald, managing director of Rhomberg. “With the Ecowater system the service provider will have none of these burdens of connecting, disconnecting, meter reading or the costly actions of collecting unpaid revenues. And the payer eventually will be relieved of subsidising the arrears, benefiting everyone.
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Francois Human, town clerk of the Ladismith municipality said: “We are highly impressed with this system, which creates an invaluable mechanism for municipalities to manage and control resources over a vast area. “Our experience is that the poor do want to pay for their services. Especially for those who do not have a regular income it provides the opportunity to pay for water and electricity when they have the money.”
Tellumat
Tellumat is a leader in the telecommunications and electronics industry in South Africa. The company is a developer of own technologies in key niche areas such as private switching communications systems, microwave radio equipment and avionics products and systems. Tellumat is also South Africa’s leading-edge supplier of turnkey traffic management and revenue collection systems to local government and selected export countries.
Rhomberg Electronics & Instrumentation
Rhomberg, a leading designer and manufacturer of industrial instrumentation and industrial automation products, manufactures its own ranges of pressure and temperature measuring instruments, monitoring relays, proximity sensors, temperature controllers and electronic counters. The company supplies and services customers worldwide.
Invensys Metering Systems South Africa
Invensys Metering Systems is the local division of the global engineering giant Invensys. Trading locally under the name of Meinecke Meters, the company is a key supplier of water metering equipment and affiliated water management tools to the southern African market.
