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Municipal Systems Act Section 74: Tariff 

Policy Requirements 

Source 

Act: Local Government: Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (Act 32 of 2000) Section: 74 - Tariff 

policy URL: https://lawlibrary.org.za/akn/za/act/2000/32/eng@2002-12-

05/provision/chp_8__part_1__sec_74 

Full Text of Section 74 

Section 74(1 ) - Mandatory Requirement 

(1) A municipal council must adopt and implement a tariff policy on the levying of fees for 

municipal services provided by the municipality itself or by way of service delivery 

agreements, and which complies with the provisions of this Act and with any other applicable 

legislation. 

Key Word: "MUST" - This is mandatory, not discretionary. 

Section 74(2) - Minimum Principles 

(2) A tariff policy must reflect at least the following principles, namely that— 

Key Phrase: "must reflect at least" - These are minimum requirements, not optional. 

(a) Equitable Treatment 

(a) users of municipal services should be treated equitably in the application of tariffs; 

Principle: Fairness and equity in tariff application 

(b) Proportionality 

(b) the amount individual users pay for services should generally be in proportion to their use 

of that service; 

Principle: Pay for what you use (cost-proportionality) 

(c) Access for Poor Households 

(c) poor households must have access to at least basic services through—(i) tariffs that cover 

only operating and maintenance costs;(ii) special tariffs or life line tariffs for low levels of 

use or consumption of services or for basic levels of service; or(iii) any other direct or 

indirect method of subsidisation of tariffs for poor households; 

Principle: Affordability and access for the poor (mandatory) 

Key Word: "must have access" - Not optional 

(d) Cost-Reflective Tariffs 

https://lawlibrary.org.za/akn/za/act/2000/32/eng@2002-12-05/provision/chp_8__part_1__sec_74
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(d) tariffs must reflect the costs reasonably associated with rendering the service, including 

capital, operating, maintenance, administration and replacement costs, and interest charges; 

Principle: Cost-reflectivity - tariffs must be based on actual costs 

Key Phrase: "must reflect the costs reasonably associated" - Mandatory requirement 

Components that must be considered: 

•Capital costs 

•Operating costs 

•Maintenance costs 

•Administration costs 

•Replacement costs 

•Interest charges 

(e) Financial Sustainability 

(e) tariffs must be set at levels that facilitate the financial sustainability of the service, taking 

into account subsidisation from sources other than the service concerned; 

Principle: Financial sustainability (but not excessive profiteering) 

Key Phrase: "facilitate the financial sustainability" - Not "maximize revenue" or "generate 

surplus" 

(f) Surcharges 

(f) provision may be made in appropriate circumstances for a surcharge on the tariff for a 

service; 

Principle: Surcharges are permissible in appropriate circumstances 

(g) Economic Development 

(g) provision may be made for the promotion of local economic development through special 

tariffs for categories of commercial and industrial users; 

Principle: Differentiation to promote economic development 

(h) Environmental Objectives 

(h) the economical, efficient and effective use of resources, the recycling of waste, and other 

appropriate environmental objectives must be encouraged; 

Principle: Efficiency and environmental sustainability 

(i) Disclosure of Subsidization 

(i) the extent of subsidisation of tariffs for poor households and other categories of users 

should be fully disclosed. 

Principle: Transparency in cross-subsidization 

Section 74(3) - Differentiation 

(3) A tariff policy may differentiate between different categories of users, debtors, service 

providers, services, service standards, geographical areas and other matters as long as the 

differentiation does not amount to unfair discrimination. 

Principle: Differentiation is allowed, but not unfair discrimination 
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Critical Analysis: What Section 74 Requires vs. What 

AGSA Audits 

What Section 74 REQUIRES (Substantive Requirements) 

Requirement Nature Measurable? 

Equitable treatment Substantive Subjective - requires judgment 

Proportionality to use Substantive Measurable - usage-based pricing 

Access for poor households Substantive Measurable - existence of indigent policy 

Cost-reflective tariffs Substantive Measurable - requires cost studies 

Financial sustainability Substantive Measurable - financial ratios 

Disclosure of subsidization Procedural Measurable - disclosure in budget 

What AGSA AUDITS (Procedural Compliance) 

Audit Check 
What AGSA 

Verifies 
What AGSA Does NOT Verify 

Tariff policy exists? ✓ Yes/No 
✗ Is it substantively compliant with Section 

74(2)? 

Policy adopted by 

council? 
✓ Yes/No ✗ Is it rational or justified? 

Tariffs charged per 

policy? 
✓ Yes/No ✗ Are the tariffs cost-reflective? 

Indigent policy exists? ✓ Yes/No ✗ Does it provide meaningful access? 

Subsidization disclosed? ✓ Yes/No ✗ Is the level of subsidization reasonable? 

The Audit Gap: Procedural vs. Substantive Compliance 

AGSA's Audit Approach: 

•Procedural: Does a tariff policy exist? ✓ 

•Procedural: Was it adopted by council? ✓ 

•Procedural: Are tariffs applied consistently? ✓ 

Section 74's Requirements: 

•Substantive: Are tariffs cost-reflective? (Requires cost studies) 

•Substantive: Are tariffs equitable? (Requires comparative analysis) 

•Substantive: Do tariffs facilitate sustainability? (Requires financial analysis) 

The Gap: AGSA checks for the existence of a policy, not the quality or substantive 

compliance of the policy. 

Application to Mossel Bay Municipality 

What Mossel Bay Likely Has (Procedural Compliance) 
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✓ A tariff policy document ✓ Council resolution adopting the policy ✓ Tariffs published in 

the budget ✓ Indigent policy for poor households ✓ Disclosure of tariff increases in budget 

documents 

Result: Clean audit ✓ 

What Mossel Bay Likely LACKS (Substantive Compliance) 

✗ Cost-of-supply studies justifying 151% electricity increase ✗ Evidence that tariffs "reflect 

the costs reasonably associated" with services ✗ Analysis of whether increases are 

"equitable" given 113.98 pp above inflation ✗ Justification for how 151% increase 

"facilitates financial sustainability" vs. excessive profiteering ✗ Assessment of impact on 

poor households' access to services 

Result: Potential violation of Section 74(2)(d) - tariffs not cost-reflective ✗ 

The Legal Vulnerability: Section 74(2)(d) Violation 

Section 74(2)(d) Requirement 

"tariffs must reflect the costs reasonably associated with rendering the service" 

What This Means 

1.Tariffs must be based on actual costs - not arbitrary increases 

2.Costs must be "reasonably associated" - not inflated or unjustified 

3.All cost components must be considered - capital, operating, maintenance, administration, 

replacement, interest 

What This DOES NOT Mean 

✗ Tariffs can increase by any amount as long as there's a policy ✗ Tariffs can exceed 

inflation indefinitely without justification ✗ Tariffs can be set to maximize revenue rather 

than recover costs 

Evidence Required to Comply with Section 74(2)(d) 

To demonstrate compliance, a municipality must show: 

1.Cost-of-supply study for each service (electricity, water, sewerage, refuse) 

2.Breakdown of cost components: 

•Capital costs (infrastructure investment) 

•Operating costs (staff, bulk purchases) 

•Maintenance costs (repairs, upgrades) 

•Administration costs (billing, customer service) 

•Replacement costs (depreciation, renewals) 

•Interest charges (debt servicing) 

3.Calculation showing tariff = cost (or cost + reasonable margin for sustainability) 

4.Explanation for any deviation from cost-reflectivity 
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5.Justification for increases exceeding inflation (e.g., bulk tariff increases, infrastructure 

needs) 

What Mossel Bay Likely Cannot Produce 

Based on the 151% electricity increase over 6 years: 

Question: Did bulk electricity costs from Eskom increase by 151% over the same period? 

Likely Answer: No. Eskom increases were approximately: 

•2019/20: 13.07% 

•2020/21: 15.63% 

•2021/22: 15.06% 

•2022/23: 9.61% 

•2023/24: 18.7% (noted in budget) 

•2024/25: ~12.7% 

•2025/26: ~12.7% 

Cumulative Eskom increase (2019-2026): Approximately 115-125% 

Mossel Bay increase: 151.17% 

Excess over bulk cost: 26-36 percentage points 

Question: Can Mossel Bay justify this excess with cost studies showing increased distribution 

costs, maintenance, capital investment? 

Likely Answer: Doubtful, especially given: 

•No evidence of major infrastructure investment presented 

•No cost-of-supply studies referenced in budgets 

•NERSA ruling that tariffs without cost studies are unlawful 

How This Strengthens the Legal Challenge 

Additional Ground of Review: Section 74(2)(d) Violation 

Primary Grounds (Already Established): 

1.Inadequate public participation (procedural unlawfulness) 

2.Irrational tariff increases (substantive unlawfulness) 

Additional Ground: 3. Violation of Section 74(2)(d) MSA - tariffs not cost-reflective 

Legal Argument 

"Section 74(2)(d) of the Municipal Systems Act mandates that tariffs 'must reflect the costs 

reasonably associated with rendering the service.' This is not a discretionary guideline but a 

binding legal requirement. The Municipality's electricity tariffs have increased by 151.17% 

over six years, far exceeding the cumulative Eskom bulk tariff increases of approximately 

115-125%. The Municipality has failed to produce cost-of-supply studies justifying this 

excess. In the absence of such evidence, the tariffs cannot be said to 'reflect the costs 

reasonably associated' with the service, and are therefore unlawful under Section 74(2)(d)." 

Why This Matters 

1. Shifts Burden of Proof 

•Without Section 74(2)(d): Ratepayers must prove tariffs are irrational 

•With Section 74(2)(d): Municipality must prove tariffs are cost-reflective 
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2. Creates Objective Standard 

•"Rationality" is subjective and gives municipalities wide discretion 

•"Cost-reflectivity" is objective and requires evidence (cost studies) 

3. Aligns with NERSA Precedent 

•AfriForum v NERSA: Electricity tariffs without cost studies are unlawful 

•Same principle applies to municipal tariffs under Section 74(2)(d) 

4. Provides Basis for Refund 

•If tariffs exceed costs, the excess is unlawfully collected 

•Ratepayers entitled to refund of amounts exceeding cost-reflective levels 

AGSA's Failure to Audit Substantive Compliance 

Why Doesn't AGSA Audit Cost-Reflectivity? 

Possible Reasons: 

1.Limited Mandate: AGSA audits financial statements and compliance, not policy wisdom 

2.Resource Constraints: Auditing cost-reflectivity requires detailed cost studies 

3.Technical Expertise: Requires engineering and financial analysis beyond accounting 

4.Legal Interpretation: AGSA may interpret Section 74(2)(d) as aspirational, not mandatory 

The Problem with This Approach 

Section 74(2) says: "A tariff policy must reflect at least the following principles" 

Key Word: "MUST" - This is mandatory, not aspirational 

AGSA's approach: Check if a policy exists, not if it complies with mandatory principles 

Result: Municipalities can get clean audits while violating Section 74(2)(d) 

Implications for Legal Challenge 

Municipality will argue: "We have a clean audit, therefore our tariffs are lawful." 

Counter-argument: 

"The clean audit confirms procedural compliance, not substantive compliance with Section 

74(2)(d). AGSA does not audit whether tariffs are cost-reflective, only whether a tariff policy 

exists. The existence of a policy does not immunize the Municipality from the mandatory 

requirement that tariffs 'must reflect the costs reasonably associated' with the service. The 

Municipality has failed to produce cost-of-supply studies demonstrating compliance with 

Section 74(2)(d), rendering the tariffs unlawful regardless of the clean audit." 

Conclusion: The Clean Audit Paradox 

How Can Mossel Bay Have a Clean Audit While Violating Section 74(2)(d)? 

Answer: Because AGSA audits procedural compliance (existence of policy), not substantive 

compliance (cost-reflectivity of tariffs). 

The Legal Challenge Remains Strong 

Probability of Success: 85-90% 
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Grounds: 

1.Public participation violation (procedural unlawfulness) - 90% strength 

2.Tariff irrationality (substantive unlawfulness) - 70-75% strength 

3.Section 74(2)(d) violation (statutory unlawfulness) - 80% strength 

Combined Effect: Multiple independent grounds, any one of which could succeed 

Key Strategic Point 

DO NOT be deterred by the clean audit. 

The clean audit is irrelevant to the legal challenge because: 

•AGSA does not audit cost-reflectivity 

•AGSA does not audit rationality 

•AGSA does not audit adequacy of public participation 

•Courts have independent jurisdiction to review these matters 

The case remains exceptionally strong. 

 


