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In this paper, we analyze public discourses in 2018 about water-scarce Cape Town,

SA. We investigated the discursive implications of apocalyptic rhetoric such as “Day

Zero” by analyzing local and international news media talk (n = 111 newspaper articles)

surrounding the Cape Town water crisis during pre-, height of, and post-crisis moments,

complemented by 12 narrative problem-centered interviews in the height of the water

crisis. The analysis led to a focus on the relationship between environmental and

communicative developments with a high local impact, and mainly on examples of local

engagement, social movements, or resistance as response to changing environmental

scenarios and the evaluation of the role of (news) media in raising community concern and

commitment. The findings show that the communication around the (twice-postponed)

“Day Zero” in Cape Town is a very fruitful example of the digital disrupted, post-truth

communication that happens with environmental issues today.

Keywords: water scarcity, water crisis, framing analysis, transformative environmental issues, rhetoric analysis,
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INTRODUCTION

Today’s societies are dependent on access to clean water. Despite that, one-fifth of the world’s
population, which corresponds to around two billion people, live in areas facing water scarcity.
In total, two-thirds of the entire global population experiences water scarcity at least one month a
year (Mekonnen and Hoekstra, 2016), while another 1.6 billion human beings encounter economic
water shortages (UN, 2018). An estimated two-thirds of the world’s population is expected to face
water shortages in the next five years, thus making water supply and water scarcity crucial issues
and increasingly urgent problems (UNPD, 2006; UNEP, 2016; European Commission, 2018). As a
consequence, communication on water as a risk is considered to be the key element in optimizing
water resource management (IWA International Water Association, 2019), and plays a major role
in the UN’s Sustainability Development Goals framework for meeting Climate Change related
challenges on an international, national, regional and local level (UN, 2020).

Various meaning making processes focus on water as a resource that is profitable,
polluted, threatened, or scarce—again on an interpersonal and community but as well
national and international level. Water resources and supply, water politics, and water
management are sensitive issues and covering these issues on those levels is a multifaceted
challenge—for all kind of organizations and institutions but the media in particular.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.576199
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fcomm.2020.576199&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-10-20
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:Denise.Voci@aau.at
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.576199
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2020.576199/full


Voci et al. Framing the End

This is chiefly due to understandings of water as a “transversal
resource,” meaning that both water management and water
communication are subject to many influences and interests,
and the mentioned meaning making has often a certain political
or corporate spin (Hervé-Bazin, 2014). Literature shows that
water resource management is linked to issues of power
and politics, especially in water stressed areas (Trumbo and
O’Keefe, 2001; Jöborn et al., 2005; Dolnicar and Hurlimann,
2010; Spinks et al., 2017; Liang et al., 2018). Inadequate
or inappropriate water governance—including management
practices, institutional arrangements, and intransparent socio-
political conditions—as well as economic interests influence
mainly the public debate on water as a resource and the risk
of scarcity, the degree of problematization of water issues,
and the use and abuse of environmental issues like water in
political discourses.

Based on this background and with a focus on narratives,
frames and metaphors used to express hegemonic frames
and the abovementioned spin in public meaning making
processes around risks, we analyzed the discourse about water
scarcity in Cape Town in 2017/2018 with a specific interest
in the communicative dynamic of the announced “Day Zero.”
Therefore, the focus of the paper is centered on water
resource management policy; examples of local engagement,
social movements, or resistance as responses to changing
environmental scenarios; and the evaluation of the role of
(news) media.

Introducing “Day Zero”: The Case of Cape
Town
On January 18, 2018, the mayor of Cape Town Patricia de Lille
announced in a press conference that the city of Cape Town had
reached “a point of no return” and set an arrival of “Day Zero”
—the day when Capetonians taps would be turned off—on April
21, 2018.

However, Cape Town did not run out of water on April
21, 2018. Instead, preventive measures were adopted and “Day
Zero” was postponed to June 4, 2018. When June 4 was reached,
Capetonians’ taps still were not switched off, nor were taps
turned off on any of the other predicted “Day Zero” dates
(Ma, 2018). Moreover, although “Day Zero” was later pushed to
sometime in 2019 (Chutel, 2019), the year concluded with taps
still flowing.

Previous research has identified the impact media coverage
of drought can have on public understanding of environmental
issues (O’Donnell and Rice, 2008). Since the public often uses
mass media to gain information on environmental issues and
assess risks before enacting policies (Dearing, 1995), it is essential
to understand how media communication on environmental
crises like “Day Zero” is framed and what kind of public response
it seeks to evoke. Indeed, the strategic communication of a “Day
Zero” frame with a strong metaphorical character had an impact
on how the situation and risk was interpreted locally, nationally
and globally. To this purpose, Part 1 of our study traces back
and analyses the media discourse on “Day Zero,” while Part 2
investigates the meaning making process the water crisis aroused

in the local community and analyses the role of (news) media in
the framing process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Understanding Water as a Transformative
Environmental Issue
Although “water communication” is not recognized as a specific
field of research, communication about water is widely regarded
as a sub-discourse of environmental communication and natural
resource management (Bennett, 2003; Mäki, 2010; Hervé-
Bazin, 2014; Liang et al., 2018; Mitra, 2018). Environmental
communication is useful in that it “helps us construct or
compose representations of nature and environmental problems
as subjects for our understanding” (Cox, 2013, p. 19). The
constitutive component of communication implies that when
communicating about the environment, specific values and
references as well as images and contexts are associated with
particular issues. If public discourses are perceived as scripts
assembled from the mentioned structural elements (Dryzek,
1997), then frames (Entman, 1993) can be understood as
embracing these elements, making them “invaluable tools for
presenting relatively complex issues” (Scheufele and Tewksbury,
2007, p. 12). Thus, frames serve as specific interpretative
tools that help us understand discourses on complex topics,
such as water as a resource and the risk of water scarcity
or (mis-)management.

Framing research from an environmental communication
perspective mostly focuses on specific topics, such as climate
change (Nisbet, 2009, 2010; O’Neill et al., 2015; Brüggemann
and Engesser, 2017), and usually involves analyzing news or
social media content (Boykoff, 2011; Schäfer and Schlichting,
2014; Newman and Nisbet, 2015). Additionally, some studies
have examined sustainability as a master frame in climate
change related discourses (Atanasova, 2019; Weder, 2021) and
its strategic use by corporations (Schlichting, 2013; Schäfer,
2015; Diprose et al., 2018), political institutions (O’Neill
et al., 2015), or organizations in general (Miller, 2012).
When viewing water scarcity as a climate change-related
problem, issue-specific framing approaches (de Vreese, 2005)
appear applicable. However, our focus on communicative
problematization processes (in the media or interpersonally)
suggests that existing framing research in environmental
communication is best complemented by the concept of
problematization, which Weder et al. (2019a) has previously
introduced as part of sense making processes.

Our paper’s use of problematization is rooted in a view
of discourse as constitutive processes and the definition
provided by Sandberg and Alvesson (2011). We understand
problematization to be showing how certain beliefs and opinions
about a topic or field are problematic. Following Foucault
(1988), problematization means to investigate how an issue
is constructed as an issue, as well as how it is classified and
contextualized (Deacon, 2000; Bacchi, 2012); in other words,
an issue becomes “an issue” due to how it is constructed and/or
contextualized by a process that we conceptualize as problematic.
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Problematization thus offers a deeper understanding of
framing as a process of deconstruction (problematization) and
(re)construction [remedy promotion, solution orientation,
normativity, with a reference to Entman (1993)].

Problematization involves analyzing the factors that
constitute both issue and context (Akor, 2015). Additionally,
problematization is discussed as the constitutive part of
framing processes, mainly in Entman’s concept of framing as
problematization and moral evaluation, referring to causal
relationships between arguments as well as promoting remedy
(1993). Thus, in our paper, framing is considered the process
of organizing public communication. As long as frames are
considered organizing ideas (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989)
they “are contested by journalists and the audience, new ones
are selected and others may disappear without the frames
themselves undergoing any change” (van Gorp, 2007, p. 64).
Using problematization, a certain degree of morality, and
different ways of argumentation with a solution at hand, the
amount of attention an issue receives and the legitimation
or exclusion of its related arguments can be influenced
(Newman and Nisbet, 2015).

Water issues are communicated through different interpretive
patterns (Shah et al., 2002). If communicative problematization
can be characterized as a process, it can also be considered
an action that starts by recognizing a situation or idea as
problematic and then increasing the level of involvement using
various patterns and frames (Crable and Vibbert, 1985). The 2018
Cape Town water crisis stimulated framing processes in political,
economic and environmental discourses. Water as a natural
resource was problematized and had a relatively high degree of
morality in the sense of who or what might be responsible for
the drought and which political options or actions should be
considered over others (Nisbet, 2009).

In our paper, we trace back the problematization of water as
a scarce natural resource and identify the “over-moralization”
of the issue with the apocalyptic frame of “Day Zero” in public
discourses. Specifically, we aim to identify the exact patterns lying
behind the discourse on water scarcity by analyzing the public
discourse of the water crisis in Cape Town, SA from a media
perspective (Study Part 1), as well as the problematization of
“Day Zero” and related framing processes from an individual
perspective, i.e. the local community’s meaning making processes
of this crisis (Study Part 2). Ultimately, our analytical focus
on framing of the water crisis in Cape Town in 2018
offers new insights as to the regularities and irregularities
of water communication as a future topic in environmental
communication research.

Apocalyptic Rhetoric
Zamora (1982) explains that the term “apocalypse” is used
in traditional Judeo-Christian religion to forecast, reveal, or
envision the world’s annihilation. Apocalyptic rhetoric thus
describes a narrative telos, or end-point, that implicitly or
explicitly predicts when the current world order will be
dramatically destroyed and replaced with a new world order
(Brummett, 1984, 1991). The common narrative is of a
tragic ending, which assumes that the oncoming experience is

determined and decided by uncontrolled external forces (Wojcik,
1996). Foust and Murphy (2009) explain this outcome by saying,
“Like God’s wrath or nuclear war, the apocalyptic scenario is so
much greater than humanity (let alone individual human effort),
that there seems little hope for intervention” (p. 154).

Following Burke (1984), our paper views apocalyptic frames
through two lenses: comic and tragic. A tragic apocalypse
is illustrated through humanity’s acceptance of a prophesied
ending (Burke, 1984) in which the telos is catastrophic and
unavoidable (Foust and Murphy, 2009). By contrast, a comic
apocalypse is ill-defined and considered avoidable if the
right human actions are taken (Foust and Murphy, 2009).
Importantly, a comic apocalypse is more forgiving and perceives
humanity as having made a mistake (Burke, 1984). O’Leary
(1993) also differentiates tragic and comic apocalypses as having
closed and open-ended interpretations of time, respectively.
In environmental communication scholarship, apocalyptic
framing has largely been applied to environmental films (Foust
and Murphy, 2009; Salvador and Norton, 2011), but these
media explorations open the door for other environmental
applications, such as the media discourse analyzed in
this paper.

Problematization of Water Scarcity in the
Media
The effectiveness of news reporting on environmental and
resourcemanagement issues has ledmedia to play an increasingly
key part in the environmental communication field (Jurin
et al., 2010). Most importantly, the media informs the
public about events and reports information, influences the
public’s perceived salience or importance of issues, shapes
public opinions, and initiates and encourages civic engagement
(Moon, 2013).

Previous research on drought around the world—e.g., in
Athens (Kaika, 2003, 2006), in California (Nevarez, 1996), and
in Sydney and London (Bell, 2009)—reinforces the assumption
that media coverage of drought contributes to public awareness
and sense-making of not only droughts specifically, but also
climate change and environmental issues in general (O’Donnell
and Rice, 2008; Bell, 2009). In South Africa, water issues are
more commonly assessed from a global perspective, such as
Bond and Ruiters (2001) examination of post-apartheid drought
and flood discourse. Even though environmental issues are
infrequently approached from a local perspective (Marvin and
Guy, 1997; Lawhon and Patel, 2013), water discourses in the
media specifically present a strong local reference (Weder et al.,
2019b) since “the local scale [is] a site of action where change
can happen and where ordinary people feel empowered to
contribute” (Lawhon and Makina, 2017, p. 240).

In Study Part 1 we therefore aim to combine these narrow
and broadmedia perspectives by comparing and contrasting local
and international discourse(s) of the Capetonians’ water crisis.
To do so, we conducted a discourse analysis through which
different criteria, structural patterns, rules and resources of the
meaning making process of water discourses can be identified
and analyzed.
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Study Part 1
Research Design
In order to understand how public discourse about the 2018
water shortage in Cape Town was constructed, Study Part 1
explores media discourses surrounding “Day Zero” to gain
insight into rhetorical turning points during the Cape Town
water crisis. To this purpose we ran a media analysis of n = 111
news articles during three different stages of the water crisis: pre-,
height of, and post-crisis.

For this study, the term “Day Zero” was considered to
have apocalyptic potential due to its reference to a day when
Capetonian taps would be turned off and everyday life in Cape
Town would cease to exist in its current state. This consideration
is supported by the previously mentioned explanation that
apocalyptic rhetoric is a useful tool to describe narrative telos,
or endpoints, and to predict either implicitly or explicitly that
the current world order will be dramatically destroyed and
replaced by a new one (Brummett, 1984, 1991). This approach
to apocalyptic rhetoric is also echoed by O’Leary (1994), who
explains: “The tragic and comic frames are interpretative devices
for lendingmeaning to personal and collective human experience
by arranging events into a coherent system of signs. As such,
they serve as resources for the invention of arguments that
enable people to explain otherwise terrifying or anomalous events
and incorporate them into a structure of meaning. The comic
assumption that human being are free actors and the tragic
assumption of divinely ordained fate do not only determine the
shape of historical narratives; they also serve as elements of
self-definition that constrain and enable arguments for different
audiences” (p. 92).

The use of apocalyptic frames is used here to analyze the public
discourses on “Day Zero.”

Data Collection
Our analysis of the public discourse on Cape Town’s water crisis
focused on media discourses in newspapers. Newspaper articles
referring to “Day Zero” were collected between June 1, 2017 to
June 1, 2018. This time frame was selected in order to allow
for an analysis of the three stages (pre-, height of, and post-)
of the water crisis. A NewsBank search for the keyword “Day
Zero” in the headline and “water” in the lead/first paragraph
resulted in 251 newspaper results worldwide. In order to allow
a comparison between local and international media discourses,
results from non-Capetonian South African newspapers were
excluded from the final data sample. After data cleansing, i.e.,
removing newspaper articles duplicated across outlets, n = 83
articles in Cape Town-located newspapers and n = 28 articles
in international and/or non-South African newspaper were
included in the final data sample (n= 111).

Both data groups (local vs. international news articles) were
organized chronologically and divided into three stages: pre-,
height of, and post-crisis. The pre-crisis stage was defined as the
time frame between June 1, 2017 and January 17, 2018, i.e., any
news that occurred before Mayor de Lille’s January 18, 2018 press
announcement of “Day Zero” as April 21, 2018. The height of
crisis stage was defined as the period between January 18, 2018
and February 13, 2018. The post-crisis stage was defined as the

lapse of time between February 14, 2018 and June 1, 2018, when
data collection ceased.

Data Analysis
After data collection and organization, the newspaper articles
included in the final sample (n = 111) were analyzed by
one researcher and the results compared between local and
international newspapers. Following recommendations provided
by Strauss and Corbin (1990), data were first analyzed using
open coding, or “the process of breaking down, examining,
comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (p. 61). In
order to understand and analyze public discourse on news media
about Cape Town’s water crisis, each data set was first read
thoroughly for coherency and understanding. Data sets were
reviewed a second time with specific attention being devoted to
the identification of recurring apocalyptic concepts and themes
present in each of the three crisis stages. Special consideration
was given to mention of apocalyptic tropes, including disease,
violence, and religion, as well as common crisis descriptions such
as “avoid” and “denial.” By doing so, we were able to identify the
interpretative patterns lying behind the water discourses, i.e., how
they were framed, and understand how public discourses about
Cape Town’s water crisis were constructed.

Study Part 2—Day Zero Meaning Making
Processes in Relation to Media Frames
People mainly acquire information about environmental issues
from media and news reporting (Schäfer, 2015), which shapes
their perceptions of the issues themselves (Adger et al., 2012).
Thus, knowledge of environmental issues and related problems
is predominantly media-based and can be perceived as a result
of mediated debates. Media (debates) shape and construct the
public’s perception of environmental problems and can therefore
enable or inhibit engagement (Lester, 2010; Cox, 2013; Hackett
et al., 2017). This assumption led us to investigate what kind of
meaning making processes were evoked in the local community
by the reporting and framing of “Day Zero” discourse analyzed
in Study Part 1.

Guimelli (1993) argues that meaning-making processes can
work as instructions for individual behavior and direct social
practices. As mentioned earlier, we understand problematization
as a social construction process that starts with the recognition
of an issue as problematic and increases the level of social
and/or individual involvement (Crable and Vibbert, 1985).
Following Weder, Lemke and Tungarat’s (2019a) argumentation,
we also understand problematization as a fundamental concept in
sustainability and environmental research, because without the
problematization of an issue, there is no engagement in finding
a solution. Furthermore, problematization—as a core process of
permanent stimulation of dissent and legitimization of dominant
arguments—allows for the reflection of common knowledge or
common-sense issues (Weder, 2017), as well as the development
of new viewpoints and critical thinking (Crotty, 1998).

As in Study 1, our Study 2 also applies Entman’s (1993)
framing approach from a communication perspective,
complementing the previously mentioned concepts of
problematization. In doing so, we are able to detect the
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frames, i.e., the interpretative patterns through which issues
about the water crisis in Cape Town is communicated. In order
to analyze and understand how Cape Town’s water crisis and
meaning-making process is framed by the local community,
we ran a case study in Cape Town in May 2018, just before
“Day Zero” was postponed for the second time, addressing the
following questions:

• RQ1: Which interpretative patterns construct the local
community’s meaning making processes of “Day Zero”?

• RQ2: How does the local community respond to the changing
environmental scenarios?

• RQ3: What role do the media play?

Research Design
The purpose of qualitative research is to gain a deeper
understanding of a phenomena rather than achieve generalizable
results. Therefore, to answer RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3, we ran a
case study in Cape Town. In May 2018, just before “Day Zero”
was rescheduled for the second time, we conducted 12 semi-
structured and problem-centered interviews with exponents of
the local, urban community (Spinks et al., 2017). We chose
semi-structured, guided interviews, since the guidelines serve
as a thread in order to structure the conversation. The use of
guidelines assures that certain topics are addressed and allows
comparability between different cases, as they provide a thematic
framework. In addition, semi-structured interviews are suitable
to identify and highlight previously unknown qualitative issues
and trends, as well as to explore new areas within the scope of the
research interest.

The interview partners for our case study were chosen using a
system called “critical snowballing,” whichmeans finding suitable
interviewees based on recommendations from former interview
partners (Brodschöll, 2003). In order for the snowball sampling
system to work, the identification of the first informant is crucial
(Penrod et al., 2003). For our case study in Cape Town, the first
interviewee was selected due to the strong local and international
media presence of her non-profit organization during the water
crisis, which established her as a key actor with a strong and
far-reaching network related to our research interest1. This way,
we were able to conduct 12 interviews with exponents of Cape
Town’s local community, namely four activists, two journalists,
two environmental scholars, and four everyday people directly
affected by the water shortage. We concluded the snowballing
sample system with the 12th interview, as we had reached data
saturation and no new information could be attained (Guest
et al., 2006). The 12 semi-structured interviews were fully
transcribed and analyzed using the qualitative content analysis
by Mayring (2014), following an inductive approach. This type
of qualitative content analysis was selected because it allows a
systematic, rule- and theory-based analysis of communication,
instead of a “free” interpretation of the material. The inductive
approach enabled the forming of categories directly from the
research material so as not to distort the essence of the written
and/or spoken material and its content. In this procedure,

1Due to the anonymization commitment, no further details about the organization

and/or the interviewee(s) can be disclosed.

the categories were developed inductively based on the text
material along a selection criterion determined by theoretical
grounds. In addition to the selection criterion, the content
analytical rules for inductive category formation required the
specification of a level of abstraction, on which categories were
phrased (Mayring, 2014). Looking at RQ1, we categorized all
text passages in which “interviewees reported on their personal
perception of Day Zero and the reasons for it” (selection
criterion). Whenever the selection criterion applied to a text
passage, a new category was formulated or an existing inductive
category was assigned to the text passage. The names of the
categories were formulated as “concrete aspects and reasons for
Day Zero” (level of abstraction). Using this process, the material
was organized into categories and made generalizable, which
allowed for its analysis on a higher abstraction level and for a
connection to be made between interviews and the building of
issue clusters.

The inductive content analysis was performed using the
online analysis tool QCAmap. This tool offers the ability to
share the project with a second coder through a so-called
“inter- coder-agreement” that allows coding processes and results
to be compared. The comparison of two analysts coding the
same material actually gives a measure of objectivity, since
research results are independent from the researching persons
(Mayring, 2014).

RESULTS

Results Study Part 1—Public Discourses
on “Day Zero”
In Capetonian newspapers, discourses related to “Day Zero”
were most prominent during the height of crisis stage and
least prominent during the pre-crisis stage, peaking in February
2018. In international and non-Capetonian newspapers, the “Day
Zero” issue was most prominent during the post-crisis stage,
while no articles could be found during the set pre-crisis stage.

Pre-crisis
During the pre-crisis stage, Capetonian discourses on the water
crisis were framed as a comic apocalypse. Here, “Day Zero”
was framed as a worst-case scenario that could be avoided: for
example, Premier Helen Zille was quoted as saying, “Although
the drought in the Western Cape is serious, there is no
need to panic because the provincial government is doing
everything it can to avoid ‘Day Zero’ and not run out of water”
(Measures in place to avoid water doomsday, 2017). Other
outlets described Day Zero with potentiality overshadowed by
uncertainty that would merely result in a “close call” (Day
Zero delayed 2 months, 2017) as long as residents followed
prescriptions. Later in the pre-crisis stage, mentions of avoidance
were accompanied by clarifying language that explainedmeans of
solving the problem, communicated as “whole-of-society” efforts
such as “Day Zero can only be avoided if we work together in
partnership” (Attempting to push back Day Zero, 2017). Here,
media discourses on “Day Zero” were firmly associated with an
air of collective responsibility and teamwork.
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Height of Crisis
As the water crisis in Cape Town escalated, so too did the media
discourse about “Day Zero.” During the transition from the pre-
crisis to the height of crisis stage, “Day Zero” took on a more
concrete meaning, both locally and internationally, and became
defined as the day when city taps would be turned off.

News coverage in Capetonian newspapers became more
detailed, supported by shared extractions from FAQ documents
and concrete explanations of what “Day Zero” would entail, such
as water queuing and military oversight of water collection sites,
that demonstrated Capetonian media’s firm acknowledgment of
the crisis. On an international level, the discourse around “Day
Zero” consisted of storytelling about Cape Town’s daily life, with
articles detailing city mandates of two-minute showers, drained
swimming pools, or minimal toilet flushing, as well as criticism
about the city’s ability to transition if “Day Zero” was reached and
needed to be enacted.

During the same time that international news coverage about
Cape Town’s water crisis began, local newspapers reported on
Capetonians’ confusion related to communication about “Day
Zero”: “The city has no plans to avoid Day Zero,” an op-ed in
The Cape Times stated, “and they are clueless of what will happen
then” (Water Crisis Coalition protest, 2018). This confusion in
the reported meaning making process of the local population
coincides with a twofold apocalyptic framing narrative in which
“Day Zero” was communicated simultaneously as both a comic
and tragic apocalypse. As in the pre-crisis stage, some local
newspapers continued to frame “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse
that could be avoided through teamwork and commitment, with
one article quoting Cape Town’s Deputy Mayor Ian Neilson as
saying, “[. . . ] it is still possible to push back Day Zero if we all
stand together now and change our current path” (Day Zero
April 12, 2018). This corresponds with the local community view,
which saw Day Zero as something that could still be averted.

Comparatively, others communicated “Day Zero” as a tragic
apocalypse. This apocalyptic framing was supported by a
narrative climate of fear or anxiety related to potential or
existing dangers of “Day Zero’s” arrival. In one case, the Daily
Voice published an article in which a city resident expressed
panic at the realization that Day Zero was truly coming: “The
worst case scenario is unthinkable. To prevent outbreaks of
diseases, schools and businesses will have to close, prices of
everything will skyrocket as a result, and desperate people
will attack anyone even just suspected of having water. Forget
about cash van robberies. There will be water tanker heists
and armed robbers will leave cell phones and TVs behind,
while making off with bottles of water” (Live as if it’s Day
Zero already, 2018). Taken together, this kind of news reporting
suggests a paralyzing acceptance of an inevitable “Day Zero”
disaster scenario.

Our analysis also shows a small but significant local meaning
making process related to the framing of “Day Zero”: some
local news framed Cape Town’s water crisis as a hoax and
presented conspiracy theories to explain it away, giving “Day
Zero” a positive meaning or rejecting “Day Zero’s” apocalyptic
potential entirely.

Post-crisis
In the post-crisis stage, the framing of “Day Zero” as both a
comic and tragic apocalypse continued. On the one hand, local
news coverage continued to communicate the need for persistent
community commitment in order to avoid and/or overcome
“Day Zero,” as well as communicate a more general need for
environmental changes to avert future crises. On the other hand,
even after “Day Zero” was repeatedly postponed, local newspaper
coverage continued to mention tragic apocalyptic themes of
inevitability and disaster. Some were apocalyptic stereotypes,
such as theft, vandalism of water supplies, or mentions of diseases
and illness. Still, others persisted with framing “Day Zero” as
a hoax “conjured up by the City of Cape Town to intimidate
residents into saving water and to cause fear and panic” (Day
Zero a Big Con, 2018).

Results show that the post-crisis news coverage of Cape
Town’s water crisis led to two opposite meaning making
processes in the local community: one in which Capetonians were
totally aware of and educated about the effects and harms of
“Day Zero,” and another in which Capetonians were confused
about “Day Zero’s” origin and shifting temporality. The first
group is best identified in a Cape Argus article in which school
children were interviewed about their awareness of the water
crisis—and they clearly were aware: “I know we [sic] running
out of water and it makes me scared because water is life and
we can’t live without it,” one of them said fearfully, with another
saying, “I get tired when people tell me I must save water
every time because I know I must” (Schools produce Day Zero
‘water heroes’, 2018). By contrast, a separate Cape Argus article
interviewed ANCWestern Cape spokesperson Yonela Diko, who
stated frustratedly, “Many people in the Western Cape remain
in the dark as to the cause, how did we get here, and who’s
responsible. Was Day Zero even real?” (No tariff drop, 2018).

Whereas Capetonian post-crisis public discourses were
Cape Town-focused, international and non-Capetonian post-
crisis news reporting was mostly nation-specific, full of self-
comparisons and predictions of which country would and/or
could be the next one to face such a water crisis. Although
it is impossible to know the specific reason for international
media’s propagation of the “Day Zero” metaphor, some discourse
expressed that using the term “Day Zero” was helpful in
visualizing the gravity of water crises: “Cape Town is a really
good example of what might happen in the future in many
other places,” explainedUniversity of Cape Town hydrologist and
climatologist Piotr Wolski when speaking to The Australian, “I
hope that other cities will learn a lesson from us” (Steinhauser,
2018). Among many, a sentiment was expressed that water
security and accessibility could impact any area, and that little
separated their own locations from the Day Zero fate that Cape
Town faced. In fact, Australia, Pakistan, Egypt, India, Zimbabwe,
the Middle East, and countries of North Africa all disseminated
articles contemplating their position and relationship to global
water security.

This apocalyptic framing of “Day Zero” was mostly comical
and critical of the term “Day Zero” itself due to its sense of
finality: “Zero has the connotation that this is the end. It doesn’t
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TABLE 1 | Public discourses on “Day Zero” —inductive category development.

Public Discourses on “Day Zero”

Main

categories

Inductive categories

Framing

“Day Zero”

Day Zero can be avoided

Day Zero is unavoidable

Concrete information/explanation about causes and

consequences

Storytelling

Narratives of fears/anxiety

Day Zero as a hoax

Local vs. global

Meaning

making

processes

Day Zero can be avoided Collective responsibility

“whole-of-society”

efforts

Means of solving

Day Zero is unavoidable

People are aware of

environmental issues

Need for change

Local vs. global

discourses

People are confused by inconsistent communication

give us hope. But we are responsible. We can do something. We
can avert it” (Pellot, 2018). Nevertheless, the minor conspiracy
narratives shared by local news coverage also appeared in some
international media reporting.

In sum, our analysis of local and international news coverage
of “Day Zero” not only shows multiple and at times conflicting
rhetorical narratives and frames of the water crisis, but also a
multitude of meaning making processes in the local community
(see Table 1). Results of Study Part 2 address the latter
more thoroughly.

Results Study Part 2—Meaning Making
Processes
RQ1 aimed to identify the interpretative patterns that constituted
the local community’s meaning making process of Cape Town’s
“Day Zero.” The qualitative content analysis of the 12 semi-
structured interviews revealed that “Day Zero” is not perceived as
an environmental issue, but rather as a vehicle to serve multiple
purposes (see Table 2).

The first framing of “Day Zero” conforms to the confusion
in the meaning making process of Cape Town’s water crisis
due to controversial and opposite news reporting, as shown by
Study Part 1, especially in the height of and post-crisis stages. In
particular, the framing of “Day Zero” as not an environmental
issue is more present in the narratives of the interviewed everyday

TABLE 2 | Interpretative patterns of “Day Zero.”

RQ1 - Which interpretative patterns construct the

local community’s meaning making processes of

“Day Zero”?

Main categories Inductive categories

Day Zero is not an environmental

issue

Day Zero as a hoax

Day Zero as political issue

Day Zero as economic issue

Day Zero as a way to shift political

power

Day Zero as a way to shift political

power

Day zero as a way to change people’s

behavior

Day Zero as a scaring instrument to

change people’s behavior

people, who seem to adopt the framing of “Day Zero” as a hoax,
as found in Study Part 1.

Hence, interviewees argue that “There IS water in Cape Town”
(Local Resident 1); “We HAVE [water] resources here. If we
look about why the city was founded, it was founded because
we have water here” (Activist 3), and explain their water crisis
as a result of economic and/or political decisions: “One dam
is almost empty, but others are full. Those dams that are full
don’t belong to Cape Town anymore, because they were sold
[to multinational corporations]” (Capetonian Tourist Guide 1);
“We’ve got a complete mismanagement of the water source. [. . . ]
There isn’t even knowledge of what water sources we have”
(Environmental Journalist 1); “Day Zero was more a political
threat, you know, more than anything else” (Activist 2).

Framing the Capetonian water crisis as a political issue is
also evident from the perception of “Day Zero” as a vehicle to
serve diverse purposes. Here, our results show how “Day Zero”
is perceived as an instrument to (1) shift political power, as well
as to (2) change people’s behavior. The former meaning making
process is related to the double framing of water as something
powerful and as a political issue, which in turn is able to shift
political power: “It’s a bit cynical but it is actually the ANC interest
to see the DA fail, because they don’t control this [water scarcity]
problem” (Local Resident 2); “Water is powerful. [...] the water
could be a political thing to gain power because now the ANC
[...] can be like ‘ok, if you vote for us, we will bring you water’”
(Capetonian Tourist Guide 2).

Water scarcity and Cape Town’s water crisis is therefore
problematized and framed as a political issue that is used by
political parties to change people’s political orientation: “In the
City of Cape Town there was the extra thing [...] province is
run by the official opposition party whereas the country is run
by the ANC, and it became [...] let’s say a political construction.
So, national government owns all the water and provincial, local
government has to get that water to people. So, in the case of
Cape Town [...] municipal government were saying ‘well, national
government needs to help us more’[...] you know, if one party
fails it makes the other party look better or they can use it as an
excuse”(Environmental Journalist).
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The perception of “Day Zero” as a vehicle to political
propaganda and to shift political power in turn reflects the
framing of “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse in the news media,
since it is perceived as being constructed by political parties and
therefore resolvable.

The understanding of “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse
is also supported by the second meaning making process of
“Day Zero,” where it is used as an instrument to (2) change
people’s behavior. The use of the “Day Zero” scenario is
therefore seen as a scaring instrument in order to change
Capetonian’s water wastage behavior, as mentioned by our
interview partners:

“I agree with the’Day Zero Method’, because it’s an immovable,
irrefutable position to say’we will run out of water, you have to
cut back to 50 liters a day”’ (Environmental activist 1). This,
in turn, supports the view of “Day Zero” as being something
avoidable through teamwork and commitment: “I think they were
just scaring people, so that they start save water. [...] There has
never been a Day Zero” (Local resident 1); “They said [...] if we
don’t start using water sparingly, [...] they would switch your area
off, and there would be designated water stations, where you will
have to go and full up. This is quite scary, imagine went to line up
for water” (Capetonian Tourist Guide 2).

In sum, related to RQ1, we can assert that the local
community’s meaning making processes of “Day Zero” is
constituted by framing water as powerful and a vehicle to serve
multiple purposes, especially political ones, revealing a strong
politicization of the “Day Zero” frame. Our results furthermore
support the results of Study 1, framing “Day Zero” as a comic
apocalypse, i.e., constructed and therefore avoidable.

In a second step, we wanted to understand how the local
community responds to the changing environmental scenarios
(RQ2) caused by the water crisis. Our results (see Table 3) show
that Capetonians’ response consisted primarily in trying to find
who’s responsible for the situation. Furthermore, our analysis
shows a split in the attribution of responsibility between less-
educated and highly-educated people. The former, which are
also the most affected by the water shortage, mostly blame
policy: “Who do you think is responsible for it? The government.
No one else” (Local resident 2); “So, they’re not building new
dams and not building storage capacity. So, you’re creating a
crisis, a water shortage crisis” (Capetonian Tourist Guide 1);
“There is no deny here—you know we are in the shit. But still
nor, the politicians haven’t embrace it” (Local resident 1). This
responsibility attribution to the political system is consistent with
the framing of the water crisis as a political issue. The latter
recognize policy’s role in the crisis, but see responsibility as a
whole of society issue: “It’s political AND that’s with the people
as well. I feel that, in a way, South Africans we are wasteful as a
culture. [. . . ] we are wasteful people and also with education, I’m
guessing, in school. We don’t learn how to use things SPARINGLY.
You know?” (Environmental scholar 1);

“This perception that government [...] are responsible. I think
that’s wrong. I think it’s time that we realize that we have highly
complex social structures and cities and outland areas and we need
business, and civil society and government, and equal parts to play
roles on how we can modify and live our modern life” (Activist

TABLE 3 | Local response to changing environment.

RQ2–How does the local community respond to the

changing environmental scenarios?

Main categories Inductive categories

Attribution of responsibility Policy and politicians are responsible

Whole society is responsible

Behavioral change Awareness for need to change

Change possible through education

Change possible only if personal affected

TABLE 4 | Role of the media.

RQ3–What role do the media play?

Inductive categories

Media should educate

Media should create awareness

Media should serve as watchdog

1); “There are water sources here. Maybe not enough for the kind
of quantity that is needed but we have / If we were living more
sustainably and more conscious of the fact that we have to [. . . ]
collect our rain water, recycle our water, not flush our toilets with
pure sweet water, those kind of things. [. . . ] It’s about how do we
influence society enough to remember how to live more sustainably,
especially with water” (Activist 3).

This understanding of responsibility attribution additionally
supports the framing of “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse, which
can be avoided through collective commitment. This perception
is further confirmed by our analysis. Capetonians respond to
the changing environmental scenarios not only by trying to
identify who’s responsible for the crisis, but also trying to change
community behavior through (peer to peer) education: “I have a
lot of friend that came down and they were like: ‘I will take like 5
minute shower’ And I was like ‘NO you can’t, you CAN’T do that’,
so explain them where we are and how we managed with that”
(Activist 2).

“You get to the school and you talk to the children [...] and
say: [...] This is your future. [...] If you brush your teeth in a
certain way, flush your loo in a certain way, shower in a certain
way [...] If you just do that for yourselves and you monitor the
people in your house, that would make a massive impact already.
They go home into their community and they talk to their parents
and their siblings [. . . ] Your goal is community-based solutions”
(Environmental scholar 2).

In this context we have to mention another important finding:
our interviews have emphasized that behavioral change is only
possible if people are directly affected in their everyday life by a
situation: “People don’t act unless it actually affects their pocket”
(Local resident 4); “But it’s not personal if the water is drying and
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you’re not feeling it” (Activist 3); “People wait until the taps run
dry before they care about it” (Environmental Journalist 2).

In the last part of our analysis, we wanted to refer again to
Study 1, by investigating how Capetonians perceive the role of
the media in the water crisis (RQ3). Results show how local
communities perceive media’s role as threefold (see Table 4):
media should educate people to water saving behavior, create
awareness related to water scarcity and other environmental
issues, and serve as watchdog, especially when it comes to
political misbehavior: “There are so many roles, which can be
played by media. They can criticize, they can build and destroy
at the same time”(Local resident 3); “Look at Facebook! I mean
we had an incredible spread of knowledge [. . . ] for the most part
it is an incredible tool to get messages out” (Activist 1); “I mean
the question is: social media companies are so powerful [. . . ]. So
get a deeper level on, what’s behind what is posted and get more,
deeper explanations of what, what the dynamics of the situation
are. I think social media is great. [. . . ] I think it’s an example of a
healthy society, when your media can report deeply and truly on
an ACTUAL state of affairs” (Environmental Journalist 1); “I think
that they should take the gloves off and I think that they should
name and shame” (Environmental Activist 2).

DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was to identify and analyze discourses
about Cape Town’s water crisis. For this purpose, we ran two
case studies in order to focus on both public as well as local
community discourses and framing. In Part 1 of our study, we
analyzed media discourses in local and international newspaper
during three stages of the crisis (pre-, height of, and post-crisis).
In Part 2 of our study, we focused on the local community ‘s
meaning making process of “Day Zero.”

Our results show that local and international reporting of
“Day Zero” relies on different rhetorical narratives. Especially in
the height of crisis stage, news reporting produced both comic
and tragic apocalyptic narratives. This clearly showcases the
apocalyptic rhetorical power of the “Day Zero” term in alignment
with previous research (Burke, 1984; O’Leary, 1993; Foust and
Murphy, 2009). Unfortunately, the apocalyptic power encased
in the term “Day Zero” was strongest during the transition
from the height of crisis stage into the post-crisis stage at a
local level, and in international discourse during the post-crisis
stage itself. In particular, communicating “Day Zero” as a tragic
apocalypse in the post-crisis stage led to different interpretive
processes of the water crisis that often linked to conspiracy
theories. This created confusion for the local community and
caused two different meaning making processes. On one side,
there were the “aware Capetonians” who perceived “Day Zero”
as real and were aware of and scared by its effects; on the other
side, there were the “skeptic Capetonians” who perceived “Day
Zero” to be a hoax (these two sides can also be seen in the
results of Study Part 2). In particular, the “skeptic Capetonians”
framed “Day Zero” as a hoax and as a crisis constructed by
policy in order to serve their own purposes, thus positioning it
as a resolvable problem. This shows how environmental issues

are used as a vehicle for political communication, or in other
words, how environmental discourses are drawn to the political
field and abused, i.e. how politicization (Roper et al., 2016) of
environmental issues happens.

The communication around the (twice-postponed) “Day
Zero” in Cape Town is also a very fruitful example of the
digital disrupted, post-truth communication that happens with
environmental issues today. The metaphor “Day Zero” as
well as the degree of water scarcity behind the concept, is
calculated by the amount of water stored in dams and by
the daily rate of usage: in other words, the problem of “Day
Zero” necessitates public acceptance of variability based on
changing environmental facts. Our study shows that even though
environmental variance should be expected on a factual level,
the use of a term or metaphor of “Day Zero” is operationalized
in too many different ways, not all of which are related to the
factual situation.

However, it has to be acknowledged that remedial actions
taken by the national government, City Council, and citizens
to curb water usage ultimately led to the postponement of
“Day Zero.” Examples of these actions include the limiting
of consumption by the agricultural sector by the national
government, the reduction in main pressure by the Council, and
citizen water saving efforts via a series of well-communicated
stages, leading up to Level 6 water restrictions. Since the
interviews were conducted after “Day Zero” was postponed
for the second time, it is conceivable to assume that these
(governmental) measures have influenced the perception of the
water crisis as a comic—i.e. resolvable—apocalypse. In fact, the
“aware Capetonians” did frame “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse
that could be avoided through community engagement, which
can be supported by education mostly spread by the media. Here,
however, the use of “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse, or as an
avoidable situation, should be emphasized. The results of Study
Part 2 show that people are willing to change their (water related)
behavior only if a certain situation directly affects their everyday
life, i.e. in this case, only if they really run out of water. This is
particularly true for “skeptic Capetonians” who already doubt the
reality of “Day Zero.”

Communicating “Day Zero” as a comic apocalypse thus
creates a dilemma. On the one hand, this framing can enable
the media to do what it does best: act as a warning, create
more awareness, and show misconduct so that catastrophe
can be avoided. On the other hand, if the catastrophe
is avoidable, it means it is not (yet) real. Using this
kind of narrative makes early intervention on non-aware
people difficult and behavioral effects will probably not be
achievable. This problem can also be recognized in the tragic
framing of “Day Zero,” as communicating an event or a
catastrophe as unavoidable may also cause resignation in
aware people.

Limitations
The presented analysis does incur some limitations, mostly
due to the nature of our two studies as case studies. Related
to Part 1 of the study, we want to address the sample
especially related to the data collection. The three analyzed
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stages —pre-, height of, and post-crisis— were self-defined
by the authors and determined independently to the crisis’
development. Self-defining these time lapses of course affects the
way discourses are viewed and interpreted, and it is possible
that differently defined turning points and time periods would
lead to slightly different findings. This is particularly true for
the pre-crisis stage, where no comparison between international
and local news was possible. A different definition of time
periods may also lead to a different sample size. Further
researchers are therefore encouraged to amplify time periods and
sample size.

The same limitation is also present in Part 2. As a case study,
the sample size is rather limited. Therefore, further research
should address a larger group of interviewees. As for this second
part of the research project, conducting the interviews at a
different time could lead to different results. Running additional
qualitative studies could provide interesting comparable
data to identify changes and/or similarities in the water
crisis’ framing.

Nonetheless, our analysis of communication, narratives, and
framing of “Day Zero” can be seen as a useful example to point
out challenges, dilemmas and difficulties of environmental
communication that undoubtedly require further and
deeper analysis.
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