
 

ALEXANDRA PRE-PAID SMART METERING 
PROJECT CASE STUDY BRIEF 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction  

Managing revenues for the utility (as well as the municipal sector) is of importance especially in 

developing markets. On the one hand, as the cost of energy is rising daily, consumers look for 

new ways of cutting back on costs.  

These customers on the other hand, want to ensure that all users of electricity pay for their 

consumption.  

The smart metering technology therefore, in managing the revenue for the customer, also helps 

the consumer to track his consumption, whilst at the same time, the customer is in a position to 

record accurately what is consumed and gets the revenue of the exact amount of energy used.  

Alexandra Project background  

Alexandra Township is situated on the North-Eastern outskirts of Johannesburg. Established in 

1905 after being acquired from a farmer, it is one of Gauteng's most densely populated townships, 

with about +/-2 million residents. Just like many other Black townships during apartheid years, 

the residents were deprived basic services like housing, electricity and water, which were provided 

to only a few privileged ones and government institutions like the Municipality, schools and clinics.  

 

This is a panoramic overview of Alexandra Township, a tale of 2 cities. You see the most affluent 

houses on one side and at the same time there are shacks where people live in abject poverty  

Electrification Project  

In 1990 Eskom and the government embarked on the electrification programme in rural areas and 

Black townships that did not have electricity, and prepaid meters were installed in such areas.  



Non-Payment  

Due to the culture of non-payment and other problems like crime, some residents learnt how to 

by-pass the prepaid meters and consumed electricity without paying for it. The problem became 

very big when most of the residents began paying these criminals a fee to have their meter also 

by-passed, and Municipalities began to suffer financially.  

What worsened the situation was that the utility did not have a way of establishing immediately 

when a consumer has by-passed or tampered with the meter in any way. They depended entirely 

on tip-offs from honest consumers, members of the Community Policing Forum and random audits. 

Unfortunately, not many community members would provide information, obviously for fear of 

their own safety. At the same time, the municipality came under a lot of pressure from the 

government to collect revenue for basic services, and electricity especially (because electricity is 

the municipality's cash-cow).  

The municipality therefore had to look for a more effective way to collect revenue, identify those 

who stole electricity and punish them and their "clients". Unfortunately, though, as soon as these 

thieves learnt that the municipality was busy with the audits, they would quickly reverse the by-

pass and when the municipality arrived at their places, they would find no by-pass.  

 

The Johannesburg Metropolitan Council approached Grinpal, a then 50-50 joint venture between 

Palace Engineering Services (trading as Palace Technologies) and Saab Grintek, to supply the 

council with meters that are more difficult (almost impossible) to tamper with, and which could 

prove a tamper or bypass even after it was reversed, so that they could bring the transgressors to 

book.  

Pilot Project in Smart Metering  

This pilot project was launched in 2002, with only a few sections of Alexandra Township installed 

with these prepaid meters.  

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE PROJECT, OUT OF 60 000 HOUSEHOLDS ON PREPAID, 

JOHANNESBURG CITY POWER, THE MUNICIPALITY'S SUPPLIER OF ELECTRICAL 

SERVICES, WAS COLLECTING ONLY R250 000 PER MONTH FOR ELECTRICITY 

CONSUMPTION.  



Grinpal installed smart meters into clients' households where tampering/bypassing had been 

established, and in houses that did not have electricity before, 20 000 households in total. The 

aim of this pilot project was to improve revenue collection, detect tampering and improve customer 

services. After installation of the meters by Grinpal, payment levels increased gradually.  

After less than five years, the utility was able to receive no less than R1.6 million 

monthly from 20,000 households. Additional houses were added and no doubt, 

revenue increases would still be realised with the deployment of more of these smart 

meters.  

ADVANTAGES OF PREPAID ELECTRI CITY THEN AND NOW:  

 Consumers can buy electricity before consuming it. This alleviates unpleasant surprises 

that come with electricity bills after a certain consumption period, and helps consumers to 

manage their electricity usage.  

 The token that is loaded with electricity or number printed on the slip can be used by the 

specific consumer only, so no one can steal your electricity.  

 The problem of meter reading, which has always been debatable, is automatically solved.  

 The utility does not have to send out bills every month, and this is a saving on their side.  

 The utility does not have to spend so much time, as they used to in the past, to cut off 

customers who did not pay their electricity bills.  

 

OTHERS ARE:  

 Management and Protection of Revenues: real-time data on consumption, leak detection 

+ losses 

 Results in the inculcating of a culture of consumer payment =cultural shift from non-

payment 

 Thus leading to reduced energy wastage = greening the environment and the world 

(efficient use of electricity only when needed or required=demand side management) 


