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Executive summary

Collectively, billions of dollars have been invested in the provision of rural water 
supply systems in developing countries over the past three decades. This period has 
also seen an evolution in thinking and practice around the approaches to delivering 
water supply to rural populations. We have moved from supply-driven centralised 
government programming to more demand-driven approaches, based on the philosophy 
of community participation with community-based management emerging as the 
principal management vehicle from the 1980s onwards in most countries. In more 
recent years there has been a call to build on community management with more 
structured systems of post-construction support and the increasing involvement of 
local private operators. Global monitoring results tell us that progress is being made 
and that even including population growth, we are increasing the rate of coverage in 
many, but not all, countries at a pace that will meet the Millennium Development 
Goals.

However, the reality behind these aggregated figures is often quite different 
in terms of the access to a service that users actually experience: communities 
unable to cope with management of their schemes, poor maintenance, lack 
of financing, breakdowns, poor water quality, lack of support and, ultimately, 
an unreliable and disrupted supply of water to households. Commonly cited 
figures from a range of countries put non-functionality at somewhere between 
30-40% of all systems at any one time. While it can be argued that the re-
verse is also true – that in fact two-thirds of community-managed systems still 
function somehow – tolerance of this level of failure would not be contem-
plated in most other spheres of public service. Clearly something has not been 
working as it should. Where there have been successes – and there have been 
many specific cases – these tend to require highly intensive inputs (often from 
donor-driven programmes or non-governmental organisations) or are simply 
the result of strong, motivated individuals within communities that have the 
energy and leadership to make things work. Many of these successes have 
been documented, but they remain largely as islands, without the possibility 
of being replicated systematically and eventually scaled up. 

This study takes a critical look at why we have been unable to provide a 
sustainable water service to rural people for so long. It seeks to identify some 
of the most important factors that appear to contribute to, or constrain, the 
delivery of such services. We do this by drawing upon a series of case studies 
from 13 countries which were carried out as part of a global learning initia-
tive to contribute to improved water services – Sustainable Services at Scale, 
or Triple-S. The countries were selected to represent a range of socio-economic 
contexts and aid dependency, as well as relative development of the water 
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sector, from those with ongoing reform and decentralisation efforts to more 
‘mature’ sectors where such processes have been established for some time.

Building blocks towards more sustainable service delivery

Professionalisation of 
community management 

Community management must be properly embedded in, and 
supported by, policy, legal and regulatory frameworks and 
support services, both at national and local levels; in order 
to become more effective community-based management 
entities must be legally recognised. 

Increased recognition and 
promotion of alternative 
service provider options

There is a range of different management options beyond 
community-based management – including local private operators 
– that can better support different service levels, technology and 
types of settlements; these should be described and set out in 
clear Service Delivery Models which are well disseminated.

Sustainability indicators 
and targets 

Monitoring and target indicators should move beyond systems 
built and ‘beneficiaries’ served and include benchmarking 
against the services delivered and the performance of service 
providers.

Post-construction support 
to service providers

Most community-based management and local private 
operators cannot manage on their own; there is a need for 
structured systems of support that are properly funded to 
back-up and monitor these service providers; in many cases it 
is local government that will take on this responsibility.

Capacity support to 
decentralised government 
(to the service authorities)

Many local governments will require help and support if 
they are going to fulfil their role in guaranteeing services; 
ongoing capacity support programmes covering key functions 
in the life-cycle of rural water supply services, including 
management, procurement and contracting are needed and 
must be paid for.

Learning and sharing  
of experience 

Learning and knowledge management is an important element 
of any mature sector; this should not rely on ad hoc support, but 
become an integral part of sector capacity and be properly funded 
both at national and decentralised levels.

Planning for  
asset management 

One of the main weaknesses of rural water provision has been 
the lack of proper asset management; systematic planning, 
inventory updates and financial forecasting should be 
introduced; ownership of assets must be better defined so as 
to allow for delegated contracting, where appropriate.

Financial planning 
frameworks to cover  
all life-cycle costs 

Sector financial frameworks must be expanded beyond 
the basics of capital investments and minor operation and 
maintenance costs; all life-cycle costs must be accounted for, 
especially major capital maintenance expenditure, and direct 
and indirect support costs.

Regulation of rural 
services and service 
providers 

Service provision – and the performance of service providers 
of all types – should eventually be regulated, even where this 
is done with a ‘light touch’ system. Any attempts to establish 
regulation should apply appropriate performance criteria and 
not be overly punitive for fledgling rural operators.
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Summary findings

The study has revealed a spectrum of approaches to rural water supply. We 
can classify these on a continuum from what can be identified as a largely 
infrastructure or ‘implementation’ focus at one extreme, to Service Delivery 
Approaches at the other. In simple terms, the former typifies sectors in which 
structures, systems and efforts are mainly geared towards the capital-intensive 
phase of rural water (i.e. constructing facilities and initial implementation and 
training), whereas the latter is geared towards a more balanced attention to the 
full life-cycle of a service, including aspects such as post-construction support, 
investment planning for longer-term capital maintenance and asset renewal, 
and a learning and adaptive sector. 

In many of the case study countries it is evident that the rural water supply 
sector has gone, or is still going through, a process of change as broader de-
centralisation efforts continue to be implemented; and the water sector itself 
has been subject to reforms. Chief amongst these reforms is the separation of 
functions previously held by mainly centralised state agencies including plan-
ning, operation and regulation (even though in the rural water sector, regula-
tion is still either non-existent or nascent at best) of services. On the back of 
decentralisation of public services, a new and much more substantive role for 
local government has been established, which includes important functions 
for guaranteeing water for rural populations at local level; in this analysis we 
refer to these as ‘service authority’ functions. However, in a number of cases 
the hoped for reforms – and clear separation of functions – exist largely on 
paper, with the reality being that not much has changed in practice. This can 
be due to a range of reasons, including of lack of capacity at the local level, or 
a certain degree of inertia and even resistance on the part of strong parastatal 
central government organisations to devolve authority and resources.

As part of these processes of reform, there are a number of factors that ap-
pear to be common in adopting sector changes toward a more service-oriented 
approach. Some are more incipient than others; some are still only changes 
in discourse at this stage and not yet changes in practice, and there are obvi-
ous differences between countries. These changes are seen to be happening at 
three key levels.

Service provider level

The findings of the various country studies point to a taxonomy of models at 
the level of the service provider, which comprises four main options, namely: 
community-based management, direct public sector provision, private sector 
operators and self-supply. In this study we consider service providers to in-
clude community-management entities and local private operators, as well as 
publicly mandated utilities, and individual households. In reality there are a 
number of variants within most of these categories, as well as hybrids, reflect-
ing different degrees of system complexity and levels of service demanded.



4 SUPPORTING RURAL WATER SUPPLY

While there is no compelling evidence of any ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ Service 
Delivery Models, what is clear is that there has been a generalised trend away 
from the more voluntary arrangements of community-based management, 
towards professionalisation, or what has been termed ‘community management 
plus’. Some of the founding principles of community-based management, 
such as community cohesion, common participation in the broader user com-
munity and informal accountability to a water committee, are crucial though 
insufficient. The ideals behind it are often undermined by lack of formalisa-
tion of these arrangements within broader local government bye-laws and 
national legislation and policy, the absence of clear contracting, lack of legal 
standing of the committees, and the lack of professional capacity in certain 
aspects of running and managing systems. In the few cases from the study 
countries where community-management approaches have worked well at 
scale (e.g. the Water and Sanitation Management Organisation experience 
from Gujarat State in India), these have been based on explicit efforts to for-
malise community-based management within local government structures. 
Even with the drive to professionalise community-based management, it is 
likely that more conventional voluntary arrangements will still predominate 
in smaller systems, often with a point source supply providing lower levels of 
service to consumers.

A second and related trend illustrated by the studies is that there is an 
emerging but growing role for small-scale private operators to improve ser-
vice provision for rural populations. Population growth and higher density 
rural growth settlements are making the distinction between the demands 
and solutions of these populations and the truly low-density rural villages and 
hamlets increasingly clear. Demand for higher levels of service, better and more 
competent management, and increased opportunities for revenue collection all 
point towards a more professionalised service. Although these approaches only 
account for a relatively small proportion at present, the involvement of private 
operators in public-private partnerships is growing and appears to be a good 
fit for larger, more complex piped systems, providing higher service levels in 
larger rural communities or growth centres. 

Finally, self-supply is recognised as an important approach in some coun-
tries, while it is ignored in others. In many places, particularly in highly 
dispersed rural settlements, self-supply and household management is hap-
pening in a de facto manner. However, more gains can be made if this is recog-
nised as a Service Delivery Model and supported as such, as has been done, for 
example, in Thailand.

Service authority level

Adopting a Service Delivery Approach means having systems and capacity in 
place at the decentralised level to support different service providers in effec-
tively operating, administering and maintaining rural water systems. Under 
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decentralisation, far greater responsibility has been transferred to local or dis-
trict government; we refer to this as the ‘intermediate’ level of government.

Results from the country studies present a range of scenarios that illustrate 
how these functions are understood and provided for in practice. There are 
situations where many of these functions are still geared towards the capi-
tal intensive part of the life-cycle, through delivery of new or rehabilitated 
hardware and corresponding software activities (such as establishing and 
training water committees). In this scenario many service authority functions 
focus on immediate outputs: that is to say, planning processes are primarily 
concerned with new physical construction, with little consideration for asset 
management; monitoring is focused on progress in construction; and post-
construction support, if considered at all, consists of a few months follow-up 
after completion of the project. Not surprisingly, this mode of water supply 
provision is most prominent in those countries where coverage is low, and 
the whole sector is geared towards increasing coverage mainly through imple-
mentation of new systems, for example, in Ethiopia or Mozambique.

The other end of the scale shows examples of these service authority func-
tions with a much greater emphasis on service delivery. This is typified by plan-
ning that covers the implementation of projects, long-term asset management 
and support to existing systems; the monitoring of progress in outputs and of 
the service provided (including aspects of the performance of the service pro-
vider); and that dedicates a greater proportion of resources to post-construc-
tion support. This scenario tends to be the case in countries where coverage 
figures are reasonably high and where the performance and quality of service 
has become a concern, rather than simply driving up coverage rates. Examples 
include Colombia, USA, South Africa and Thailand. 

Of course, these two scenarios represent extremes of the spectrum, and 
many countries show a mixed picture with better progress in some areas than 
in others. There are also examples of ‘re-centralisation’ of certain functions 
through the creation of groupings of local government, or municipalities (or 
‘mancomunidades’ as they are known in Latin America) which share the costs 
of specialised technical inputs, and can reach greater economies of scale than 
individual local government authorities. In almost all cases, the fulfilment of 
service authority functions is hampered by lack of adequate financing and 
technically qualified staff at the intermediate level. This capacity problem is 
a critical one and goes beyond the confines of the water and sanitation sec-
tor, being part of a much broader set of issues around public administration 
delivery and fiscal decentralisation. Nonetheless, providing support to local 
government capacity building is an area that is starting to be addressed more 
systematically in countries such as South Africa, Uganda and some states in 
India, but remains very weak in others, such as Mozambique and Burkina 
Faso. 
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National-level enabling environment

The case studies illustrate both positive and negative examples of how sector 
policies and legislative frameworks have been clarified to support improved 
service provision. One of the most commonly cited success factors is the 
presence of a strong national vision or strategy and catalytic (political and 
bureaucratic) champions. Experiences from India, Uganda, South Africa and 
Thailand all show how having such clear leadership can accelerate the pro-
cess of change and support the definition of clear policies and institutional 
frameworks. But even in cases where the enabling environment is relatively 
well established, there are often challenges around dissemination of roles and 
responsibilities, and a lack of harmonisation and coordination. 

The findings from the studies highlight the fact that for scalability of ap-
proaches to work well, there needs to be strong policy, planning, investment 
decisions and capacity building done at a sector level, with the goal of set-
ting clear frameworks for all actors to function within. This type of scalability 
is associated with those countries that have a relatively high degree of har-
monisation and alignment of sector organisations to national policies and 
frameworks. The converse is a situation where the water sector is fragmented, 
investments are made in a ‘projectised’ way, and structural support for im-
proved capacity is either weak or absent. Such fragmentation was seen to be 
problematic in countries such as Burkina Faso, Ethiopia and Honduras. The 
results are poorly defined policy, gaps in legislation, the absence of structured 
support to decentralised level actors, and confusion about who is responsible 
for what, particularly regarding financing different types of expenditure. Not 
surprisingly, the resultant vacuum tends to be filled by a plethora of ‘imple-
menters’, many of whom follow their own approaches and policies, simply 
reinforcing the confusion and lack of commonly agreed ‘rules of the game’.

One factor, or driver, that emerges consistently across almost all of the 
country case studies is what can be termed the ‘political economy’ of rural 
water. By this we refer to the politics of donor power, of government decision-
making and political interference – both from the centre and in the local poli-
tics of decentralised government – and the associated drive to control resource 
allocation, as well as corruption and nepotism. Across the many different con-
texts the formal development of the rural water sector takes place against a 
complex backdrop of powerful interests, competing agendas and dynamics, 
many of which are never formally captured in sector documentation or evalu-
ations. Taken on aggregate, these forces can often reinforce an emphasis on 
capital investment (in water systems) for financial or political gain, and con-
versely undermine an emphasis on Service Delivery Approaches which are less 
expedient. But political engagement can also be engineered for the good with 
(some) examples of champions, both politicians and senior and influential 
civil servants, who can support change processes and help to drive through 
complex reforms.
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Capital investment costs and minor operation costs are relatively well de-
fined within most national policy and macro-level financial planning pro-
cesses. However, very few countries specify the financing requirements for 
three other critical components, namely: large-scale capital maintenance and 
replacement expenditure, and indirect and direct support costs, including the 
vital function of post-construction support and monitoring. In cases where 
this is done in a more systematic way, such as South Africa and Uganda, the 
resources made available are insufficient to deal with the maintenance back-
log. Asset management planning, which is a relatively common tool for urban 
utilities, is practically unknown in the rural water sector.

Following the broader trend towards improving aid effectiveness, bi-lateral 
and multi-lateral development partners are increasingly working within gov-
ernment-led national sector frameworks. But the picture is still mixed, and 
there are cases where donors (including international non-governmental or-
ganisations and charities) continue to work outside of national guidelines. For 
example, Uganda, despite having one of the longest standing sector-wide ap-
proaches in the water sector, is still subject to a significant proportion of invest-
ment by non-state actors which by-pass common funding mechanisms and 
which do not comply with the norms and standard approaches set by govern-
ments. The negative impact of such continued fragmentation depends on the 
level of aid-dependency, the strength of government vision and leadership, 
and the relative mix of external donor and non-governmental organisation 
activity. What is clear from the studies is that greater levels of harmonisation 
and alignment – often involving sector-wide approaches or sector basket fund-
ing mechanisms – can better facilitate structured investments in strengthen-
ing sector systems. This, in turn, allows for a stronger enabling environment 
at national level, and improved capacity at local government level.

Implications for policy and development partner assistance

The emerging picture with regard to rural water sector development, although 
mixed overall, is one of a general shift, or attempt to shift, towards a Service 
Delivery Approach and away from a focus on infrastructure. Many elements 
of this shift are manifested in the various case studies but, most significantly, 
this trend marks the establishment of sector wide frameworks that transcend 
any one (donor) programme and establish clear roles and legal frameworks. 
In this way a multiplicity of actors can be enabled to work within known 
‘rules of the game’ so as to support sustainable provision of a service of a given 
type and level. This is the logical conclusion of working at scale. This does not 
necessarily imply a ‘one-size fits all’ national programme; rather, by providing 
clear policies, guidelines and norms, an appropriate mix of management op-
tions can be adopted by different agencies to meet the demands of a range of 
populations and service levels.

We all share a vision to see better and more reliable water services supplied 
to rural populations, and to see the benefits of investments sustained over as 
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long a time period as possible. But what recommendations can we give that 
can promote the adoption of service-oriented approaches that can operate at 
scale? Based on the findings of the studies, we can identify a number of build-
ing blocks which can contribute to supporting this shift towards the delivery 
of services; these building blocks are summarised in the table on page 2.

Promoting Service Delivery Approaches across different contexts 

These recommendations would have to be applied on a country-specific basis, 
and we can already differentiate between countries which are still struggling 
to meet the basic challenge of increasing coverage, and those that are mov-
ing towards so-called ‘second generation’ problems once a critical mass of 
coverage has been achieved. In considering the policy implications for how 
to tackle this problem, we have identified three broad sets of scenarios with 
regard to sector development:

• Firstly, those countries in which coverage is really still very low (for 
example, Ethiopia or Mozambique from our study countries). It is an 
understandable strategy to largely focus on increasing coverage, but this 
should be as far as possible in a scaled-up manner. While much energy 
and resources go into building new systems, there may have to be an 
acceptance of a case of ‘two steps forward, one step back’ where levels 
of functionality will remain problematic. However, that is not to say we 
should not propose measures that can be taken to build the foundations 
for a future shift towards more service-orientated approaches. 

• Where community-based management is the mainstay Service Delivery 
Model it should be strengthened and incorporate changes flagged by this 
book, particularly in the legal recognition of committees and formalising 
their relationships with local government. Post-construction support 
must be adequately addressed and financed, something that has been 
consistently under-funded to date. Development partner assistance 
to countries in this group should focus on improving alignment of 
programmatic support, particularly around implementation approaches, 
to avoid fragmentation and conflicting policies for communities. 

• Secondly, we have the group of countries where coverage is already 
relatively high, reaching levels of 80% or more (e.g. India, Thailand, 
USA and Sri Lanka among our study countries), which should focus 
very strongly on investing in systems and capacities that underpin a 
true Service Delivery Approach. Such steps would include developing 
asset management planning, providing structured capacity support to 
local government, ongoing post-construction support, and financial 
mechanisms such as rotating funds to meet capital maintenance costs, 
improving life-cycle cost analysis and regulation. Another important step 
would be to develop specific strategies to reach the last 10-15% of the 
unserved populations, for example, by formally recognising self-supply, 
and introducing measures to support this approach in a systematic 
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way. Developing asset management strategies and tools for rural water 
services would mark another major step-change in these countries.

• Lastly, we have the middle band of countries where coverage is somewhere 
between 50-70% and expanding, but where there is also the very strong 
risk of slippage of functionality rates. This group of countries includes 
examples such as Honduras, Colombia, Ghana, Uganda, South Africa and 
Burkina Faso. These countries face an in-built tension between pursuing 
increased coverage (with inadequate budgets and growing populations) 
while simultaneously addressing sustainability in a more structured way. 
More capital investment is needed for new systems, extensions and higher 
levels of service in existing systems; but, equally, increasing attention 
needs to be paid to asset management, to improving management options, 
and monitoring and oversight of services delivered. So how should  
this group of countries juggle all of these balls at once?

  This is indeed a critical question and the simple answer is that these 
middle groups must, in fact, juggle competing priorities as part of this 
phase of sector development. We cannot give an estimate of how much 
should go into new investments and how much into asset management 
or, in other words, what is required to build (new) systems and what is 
required to build and maintain the sector capacity to support the delivery 
of services, but what is clear is that for many countries the balance has 
to shift in favour of the latter. This should also be a strong message for 
development partners when considering funding strategies. Having a 
strong scaled-up implementation approach (such as the sectors adopted 
in South Africa, Uganda and India when they were themselves climbing 
the lower levels of coverage) has helped in making the transition to a 
Service Delivery Approach in subsequent phases. 

  Therefore, both national governments and development partners 
should invest more in building the systems of the sector to cope with 
the transition to service delivery, including support to professionalising 
community-based management, capacity support to decentralised 
government sector staff, and clarifying the legal and institutional 
frameworks for asset management and delegated contracting. Setting up 
and streamlining financial mechanisms, and the introduction of pooled 
funding, would allow for support to these types of efforts to improve the 
carrying capacity of the sector. Overall, development partners should 
take the long view with this group of countries, and move from the 
two to three year support horizons to much longer-term, more stable 
funding support which will allow for sector development in a more 
predictable way.
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Implications for sector change

In whichever of the three groups of countries one falls, the cases also point 
towards three important underlying lessons for promoting more service-
oriented outcomes. These are a basis for any sector change process: 

Firstly, there is a tension between the need for broad-based systemic change 
and the practicalities of gradual improvements in specific areas. Attempting to 
make changes through isolated projects and programmes, by setting up stand-
alone solutions, will have limited impact. Yet, achieving systemic change is 
not straightforward and, in many cases, one has to start pragmatically, ad-
dressing one or more of the building blocks. Frameworks, such as those used 
in this study, have the potential to identify specific areas or priorities, while 
keeping the inter-connectivity of different elements, thereby avoiding the 
trap of reducing sustainability issues to one or two key factors. 

Secondly, in order to achieve systemic change there must be a base level 
of harmonisation and coordination between different actors working in the 
sector; this is particularly the case for the more aid-dependent countries, but it 
is also a factor in intra-government relationships. Working through more har-
monised approaches will be key to addressing and financing systemic changes. 

Finally, one has to recognise that changes in approaches to rural water re-
flect profound political choices, and that one has to embrace the politics of it 
all. We would argue in favour of change processes which are strongly vested 
in the political agendas, both nationally and locally, of all actors involved. 
Change processes, therefore, need to be accompanied by and embedded in 
political engagement activities.



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Background

During the past two to three decades there has been relative success in provid-
ing new rural water infrastructure – building the physical systems – and driv-
ing increased coverage levels. However, despite this positive trend, there has 
to a large extent been a failure to achieve sustainable solutions. Tens of mil-
lions of rural people face continuing problems with systems that fail prema-
turely, leading to wasted resources and false expectations. For many of those 
who supposedly already enjoy an improved service, the reality is one of poor 
continuity, poor quality and premature failure. 

Between 1990 and 2006, the absolute number of un-served people across 
19 sub-Saharan African countries increased from 29 million to 272 million 
(RWSN, 2009). In part this is due to population growth, but many of those 
who supposedly count as having been ‘served’ actually have systems that are 
now not working properly or have failed completely. Both population expan-
sion and migration patterns have led to more urbanisation, but also an in-
crease in more densely populated rural villages or rural growth centres, with 
accompanying increased demand for higher levels of service. However, it is 
still the rural population that continues to suffer most from poor services; the 
Joint Monitoring Program (JMP) reports that 84% of people without access 
to improved drinking water sources live in rural areas (WHO/UNICEF, 2010). 

Already in the early 1990s, estimates suggested that at any given moment, 
30–40% of rural water supply systems in developing countries were not working 
(Evans, 1992). This rate has not changed much since then and although figures 
vary, studies from different countries indicate that somewhere between 30% 
and 40% of systems, particularly handpumps, still either do not function at all 
or are working at sub-optimal levels. The Rural Water Supply Network indicates 
an average rate of 36% non-functionality for hand-pumps in sub-Saharan Africa 
(RWSN, 2009). A more recent study by WaterAid in Tanzania indicates that only  
two years following installation 25% of systems are already non-functional 
(Taylor, 2009). Failures on this scale represent significant levels of wasted 
investment, probably many hundreds of millions of dollars over the last 20 
years. In gravity-fed piped systems the issue is often not full collapse of ser-
vices, as they are technically less prone to become fully non-functional, but 
providing services well below the expected performance level. 

Poor sustainability of rural water supplies has been recognised for some 
time, and a number of management approaches have come and gone with 
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the aim of addressing these problems; the predominant model of community 
management has been adopted as formal sector policy in many countries. At 
the same time, most efforts and resources in the Water, Sanitation and Hy-
giene (WASH) sector continue to go into the construction of new infrastruc-
ture, which undoubtedly is needed. However, such investment often appears 
to be at the expense of the sustainability of services already in place. A tipping 
point may now have been reached with more and more national governments 
and development partners beginning to recognise the scale of the problems 
associated with poor sustainability and the real threat this presents to achiev-
ing the WASH Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

The objectives of Triple-S

It is against this backdrop that the Sustainable Services at Scale (or Triple-S) 
initiative was developed. Started in late 2008, this six-year learning initiative 
has the overall goal of contributing to improved sustainability of rural water 
services, and bringing about greater harmonisation through increased sector 
capacity. Triple-S aims to act as a catalyst for transforming the approaches 
in rural water supply from one focused on the implementation of water sys-
tems, to the provision of indefinite and reliable rural water services delivered 
at scale. The initiative is managed by IRC International Water and Sanitation 
Centre (IRC) in the Netherlands, and works in partnership with international, 
national and local partners1, working initially in two focus countries – Ghana 
and Uganda – and expanding to Burkina Faso in 2011. 

As part of the initiative’s start-up, a research study was conducted between 
late 2009 and the second quarter of 2010. The main objective of the research 
study was to review and better understand the trends in rural water supply, 
and to identify factors that appear to contribute to or constrain the delivery of 
sustainable rural water services at scale. The study also sought to identify or-
ganisational incentives and barriers that shape the way in which sector institu-
tions approach rural water services. The study was carried out in 13 countries 
across the globe (see Annex E for the full references of all country studies). In 
addition, literature reviews on into rural service provision more broadly (But-
terworth, 2010) and on aid harmonisation at national and sub-national levels 
(de la Harpe, 2011a) were carried out. Finally, this book has been informed by 
a symposium on sustainable services at scale held from 13-15 April 2010 in 
Kampala, where many of the experiences reported here were presented and 
discussed, alongside work by other sector practitioners and researchers in the 
field (see Smits et al., 2010 for the proceedings; and Moriarty and Verdemato, 
2010 for the discussion report).

As well as carrying out the studies and collation of views and information, 
there was an explicit goal of providing follow-up to the research in a number 
of countries through projects and activities of IRC and partners, with a view to 
generate further sector debate and action in the area of improving sustainability  
of services. 
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Structure of this book 

This book presents a synthesis of the 13 country study findings and the litera-
ture reviews, and is structured around five principal sections as follows:

• Chapter 1 provides an introduction.
• Chapter 2 sets out the methodologies adopted in the country studies, 

and explains underlying concepts and terminologies used in the analysis  
of the findings.

• Chapter 3 provides a brief summary of the state of the rural water sector 
in each of the 13 countries. 

• Chapter 4 presents the main findings from a comparative analysis across 
the country studies, addressing the current status of sustainability, 
progress on decentralisation and sector reform, the definition of Service 
Delivery Models (SDMs) and experiences with professionalisation of 
community management. This chapter also looks at the difficult question 
of understanding costs and financing flows. Planning, accountability, 
learning and capacity building are all investigated in this chapter, as well 
as processes of organisational change as part of sector reforms. 

• Chapter 5 contains a discussion on the implications of the study findings, 
and conclusions are drawn up regarding the state of sustainability of rural 
water services. This chapter also indentifies key policy implications and 
provides some concrete recommendations for moving the sustainability 
debate forward, and for working at scale.

Endnote

1 International partners include SNV Netherlands Development Organization, 
Aguaconsult in the United Kingdom, the Community Water and Sanitation 
Agency in Ghana, and the Directorate of Water Development, Ministry of 
Water and Environment in Uganda. Further details can be found at: www.
waterservicesthatlast.org.





CHAPTER 2

Methodology and conceptual framework

Country selection and context

Studies into the rural water sector were carried out in 13 countries with a 
deliberately broad range of country profiles and levels of sector development. 
The study countries are: Benin, Burkina Faso, Colombia, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Honduras, India (three states of Gujarat, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu), 
Mozambique, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Uganda and the United States 
of America (USA)1. These countries were selected on the basis of the following 
criteria:

• Prior knowledge of interesting experiences with elements of rural water 
services delivery.

• Spread of development context and geographical regions, including very 
different general development indicators, such as their Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) per capita, and levels of aid dependency (aid as percentage 
of Gross National Income).

Table 1: Study countries and some basic development sector indicators

Country Income groupA
GDP (US$/cap) 
(ppp)B

Official Development Aid  
as a percentage of Gross 
National Income in 
2008C

Mozambique Least developed country 934 21.6

Ethiopia Least developed country 954 12.8

Uganda Least developed country 1,196 11.7

Burkina Faso Least developed country 1,304 12.6

Benin Least developed country 1,445   9.6

Ghana Other low income 1,551   7.9

India Lower middle income 2,941   0.2

Honduras Lower middle income 4,151   4.1

Sri Lanka Lower middle income 4,769   1.8

Thailand Lower middle income 8,060 - 0.2

Colombia Lower middle income 8,936   0.4

South Africa Upper middle income 10,244   0.4

USA High income 46,381   N/A

Sources: A OECD, 2009   B IMF, 2010   C World Bank, 2010
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• Capacity of IRC and its partners to carry out the study and follow-up 
activities. 

From country case studies, three groupings can be identified (see Table 1):
• Least developed countries, which are highly aid dependent.
• Middle group of countries with mixed levels of aid dependency and 

income levels.
• Middle (and high) income countries, which are non-aid dependent.
The relative placement of a country across these different groupings can 

have an important influence on how the sector deals with the provision of ru-
ral water supply services. In the least developed countries, there is still a strong 
drive and need to rapidly increase coverage, whereas in the middle income 
countries the management and sustainability of services feature more promi-
nently in sector agendas. The degree of aid dependency has a strong bearing 
on the need for, and importance of, aid alignment and harmonisation. 

Other experiences with rural water services were included as part of the broader 
literature review, including those found in Latin America (Costa Rica, Nicaragua and 
Paraguay), South East Asia (Cambodia, Indonesia, Philippines and Viet Nam) and 
Africa (Senegal, Mali, Morocco and Niger). Countries in (post)-conflict situations or 
so-called ‘fragile states’ have been deliberately excluded from the selection process,  
as these pose very specific challenges for governance and sector capacity for the 
delivery of sustainable rural water supply that go beyond the scope of this study. 

Methodology and common analytical framework

The methodologies for data collection followed a similar format in all study 
countries, employing a combination of secondary data collection, such as 
document and literature reviews, and consultation with key sector stakehold-
ers through interviews and group meetings. Each study was conducted by a 
national expert, or team of experts, working as closely as possible with na-
tional authorities and non-governmental stakeholders. 

In order to validate initial outputs of the country studies, and to gain sector 
buy-in to the results of the study, the majority of country studies incorporated 
a process of engagement with sector stakeholders in which preliminary find-
ings were shared and discussed. This often involved a two-step process with 
those key issues identified at national level meetings being put to a group of 
experts and practitioners from district and regional levels who participated in 
similar workshops. This type of validation exercise served to enrich the con-
clusions in the studies, as well as jump-start a process of dissemination and 
dialogue.
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The analytical tool

Provision of a water service, is often very context-specific. Culture, history, 
economy, politics, water resources, topography and demographic aspects all 
are determining factors in the possible levels of service, the opportunities to 
provide such a service, and the extent to which it can be financed sustain-
ably. In short, what works in one place, does not necessarily work in another. 
And while this is a truism, we also know from long experience that there are 
a number of important elements that need to be in place to achieve more 
sustainable service delivery. 

In order to provide a common point of reference for the various countries in-
volved in this study, an analytical framework was developed, including a range 
of elements at three different institutional levels. This framework has drawn 
on earlier developed principle-based frameworks for rural water supply such as 
the one for scaling up rural water supply (Thematic Group for Scaling Up Com-
munity Management of Rural Water Supply, 2005), subsequently adapted by 
van Koppen, Moriarty and Boelee (2006) and van Koppen, et al., (2009), with a 
focus on multiple-use services. 

The three main levels of analysis in the framework correspond firstly to the 
national level enabling environment; secondly to the intermediate level (most 
commonly the local or district government level or commune or municipal-
ity, depending on country context); and, thirdly, the service provision level (see 
Annex C). In total there are 18 elements included in this framework, each 
with a short description. It includes issues such as sector decentralisation and 
reform; institutional roles and responsibilities; financing; SDMs; learning and 
coordination; and monitoring and regulation. 

The studies looked both at the formal policy and strategy documents for the 
respective countries, as well as the status of how it actually is on the ground. 
This often involved issues such as governance and political influence over 
(resource allocation) decision-making, and the relative strength of the rural 
water sector vis-à-vis other spending priorities. The expectation was that there 
would be a marked difference in the type of SDA followed between the least 
developed and most aid-dependent countries, and those that are at the middle 
to higher income level. The results of the individual country-level analyses 
were subsequently compared across all 13 countries in order to identify com-
mon trends or factors which seem to be important either as positive drivers of 
improved sustainability, or constraints to SDAs. 

It should be noted that the focus of this study is on rural water supply. 
The definition of what is rural differs from country to country, and is of-
ten based on criteria such as population size (of settlements) or density. For 
this study, no new or common definition was developed. Rather, the criteria 
from the different countries where studies were carried out were respected. 
Some reference has been made to experiences with small town water supply, 
as the boundaries between small town and larger rural settlements are often 
blurred, or, as in Ghana and Uganda, small towns and rural growth centres are  
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considered a particular sub-set of rural settlements. Small town water supply 
often presents a broader range of service provision options, some of which 
may be of relevance for rural water supply as well. 

Rural sanitation has not been part of this study. Sanitation and water supply 
are, rightfully, often addressed in an integrated manner in implementation proj-
ects. However, fundamental differences exist between the two in terms of the 
type of service provided. The explicit omission of sanitation does not mean that 
that sanitation and water supply should be separated in service delivery. Rather, 
there is merit in studying how service delivery and sustainability mechanisms 
are different for the two specific interventions. 

Key concepts and terminology

A number of important concepts are used in this book as part of making a 
comparative analysis across the country studies, and certain terminology is 
employed. The following sections explain the most significant of these con-
cepts. Key definitions are also provided in Annex B: Glossary. 

The Service Delivery Approach and Service Delivery Models 

Accepting that there is a distinction between the physical system (the in-
frastructure) and the service which these systems deliver is a fundamental 
starting point. Service refers to the provision of a public benefit through a 
continuous and permanent flow of activities and resources; a concept applied 
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  Figure 1: Stages in the service delivery cycle 
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in many other services, both in the developing and developed worlds, such 
as health, education, electricity, telephone and urban water supplies. A water 
service consists of access to a flow of water with certain characteristics (such 
as quantity, quality and continuity), as will be elaborated in the next section. 

Water services delivery can be characterised by a life-cycle, consisting of 
various stages or phases over time (see Figure 1). A service normally starts with 
a capital-intensive period in which the physical systems are built and assets are 
developed at the front-end of the service period (i.e. the initial or ‘new’ con-
struction of the physical system). These capital investments are typically done 
in the form of discrete implementation projects and often themselves follow 
a project cycle, with a series of consecutive activities including assessment, 
feasibility, design, implementation and monitoring. In the project cycle both 
physical construction as well as accompanying activities such as community 
mobilisation, training and other so-called ‘software’ activities are included. 

This capital intensive period is followed by the stage of the service delivery 
itself, and consists of activities such as operations and maintenance (O&M) 
and administration, with the aim of the continued delivery of a service over 
time. Some of the activities include further physical interventions to update, 
expand and eventually replace physical assets (above ground structures, stor-
age tanks, transmission pipes and pumps). Such activities happen in ongoing 
steps, but typically are again carried out through discrete projects. The cycle is 
closed when the service is expanded, e.g. by extending to households initially 
un-served, or by a major upgrade of the service, e.g. moving from a borehole 
with handpump to a borehole with motorised pump and small distribution 
system. 

The concept of service delivery is not commonly used in rural water sup-
ply where most reference is made to the capital intensive or ‘project’ period 
only. The Service Delivery Approach (SDA) is a conceptual approach taken at 
sector level to the provision of rural water supply services, which emphasises 
the entire life-cycle of a service, consisting of both the hardware (engineering 
or construction elements) and software required to provide a certain level of 
access to water. We consider this to be the preferred universal approach, or 
paradigm, based on common principles for interventions at all levels from na-
tional to local, and one which should result in more sustainable services when 
compared to the more conventional infrastructure-focused approach which 
has been adopted under many projects and programmes in the past. The dif-
ference for sustainability between these two approaches is illustrated in Figure 
2, where the left side shows the current reality for millions of rural people. 
Following construction of a new system (light grey rectangle), users have ac-
cess to a given level of service (black line). The new system initially functions 
well, but due to lack of support and proper asset management quickly starts to 
deteriorate until it collapses completely, to be revived at some indeterminate 
time by the construction of a new system, typically by another agency. 

The right side of the diagram shows the SDA concept: here, once a water 
system has been constructed, the service is maintained indefinitely through 
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a planned process of low intensity administration and management, with oc-
casional capital-intensive projects for upgrading and eventual replacement. 

When applied in practical terms in any given context, the principles be-
hind the SDA are applied through one or more agreed Service Delivery Mod-
els (SDMs), which reflect the realities of that country and the service area. 
SDMs provide agreed legal and institutional frameworks for delivering a ser-
vice, including the levels of service (see next section) and commonly under-
stood and accepted roles for public, private or community actors. In summary, 
the SDA provides the concept of a full life-cycle way of thinking, whereas the 
SDM describes the practical implementation of such an SDA. 

Institutional levels and functions

In the study, reference is made to a number of different institutional levels with-
in the conceptual framework for rural water service delivery. The definition 
of these levels is based on functions related to service delivery. Functions may 
or may not be linked to one or more specific institutional levels, depending 
on the degree of decentralisation and specific administrative hierarchy of the 
country. Broadly speaking, three distinct groups of functions can be identified 
with corresponding institutional levels:

• Policy and normative functions – national level. This refers to the 
overall enabling environment where sector policy, norms and regulatory 
frameworks are set, service levels defined, and macro-level financial 
planning and development partner coordination takes place. It can also 
be the level at which learning, piloting and innovation is funded and 

  Figure 2: Water service delivery from the user perspective: repeated disappointment, 
 or a Service Delivery Approach
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promoted. Overall sector guidance and capacity building is set by this 
level of authority. This nearly exclusively takes place at national level, 
although in federal countries, states may also execute some of these 
functions. 

• Service authority functions – intermediate level. This refers to the 
level where service authority functions such as planning, coordination, 
regulation and oversight, and technical assistance, take place. We use the 
term the intermediate level (i.e. in between the national and community 
level) of local government, such as district, commune, governorate or 
municipality, or whatever the exact administrative name given in a 
particular country, as a generic term to describe this level. In some cases 
the ownership of the physical assets of rural water supply systems is held 
by local government entities, but this varies from country to country. 
These functions may be split between different administrative levels, 
for example between provincial and district authorities, depending on 
the degree of decentralisation or mix between decentralisation and 
deconcentration of functions (see also section ‘Decentralisation’, p25). 

• Service provider functions – local level. This refers to the level at which 
the service provider fulfils its functions of day-to-day management of a 
water service. This may also involve asset ownership (but this is rare) 
and investment functions under certain arrangements. Typically, the 
service provider functions are found at the level of a community or 
grouping of communities, depending on the size and scale of the water 
supply system(s) in question. The service provider function is fulfilled by 
a water committee under community management arrangements, or by 
an individual or business in other service provision options. This is the 
level at which day-to-day operation of the physical system takes place, 
and includes preventative and corrective maintenance, bookkeeping, 
tariff collection, etc. This may be done directly by a committee acting on 
behalf of the community, or in cases where there is professionalisation 
of community-based management, these tasks are increasingly delegated 
or sub-contracted to an individual (plumber or technician) or to a local 
company acting under a lease contract. 

We argue that it is the interplay between these three levels that form an 
SDM. First of all, an SDM may include one or more management options (i.e. 
community-based management [CBM], private operator, self-supply, etc) for 
actual service provision at local level. These are guided by a country’s exist-
ing policy and legal frameworks which define the norms and standards for 
rural water supply, the roles, rights and responsibilities, and financing mecha-
nisms at national level. In the SDM, these management options should also 
then be supported by governance functions at intermediate level, including 
post-construction support, regulation, etc. Figure 3 provides an illustration of 
this. In a country, or even within a single decentralised or intermediate level 
administrative unit, there may be several SDMs, often related to the manage-
ment options recognised in the national policy framework. Certain parts of 
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the SDM may be common between different management models. Certain 
service provision options may exist, but are not recognised, regulated or sup-
ported in a national framework. In such a case there is no full SDM. The SDA 
provides the conceptual framework within which these SDMs are defined. 

Water supply service levels

A critical aspect of a service is the definition of the attributes of this service. 
There is of course a difference between accessing a borehole with a handpump 
which delivers 25 litres per capita per day (lpcd) to a person who may need 
to walk 500 metres, and having access to a continuous flow of water from a 
household tap. It is therefore important to define characteristics of a service 
a consumer has access to in terms of service attributes. The most commonly 
used service attributes are the quantity of water, its quality, the reliability and 
accessibility of supply, which is expressed typically as the distance between 
the water point and the homestead, or in terms of crowding (number of peo-
ple with whom a water point is shared). A level is then a normative descrip-
tion of that service attribute. For example, access to 50 lpcd reflects a higher 
level of service than access to 25 lpcd. Some would argue that the costs or the 
affordability of the supply should be considered as part of the service level as 
well. While undoubtedly important, this is fundamentally different, as it is 
a reflection of the financial (or management) costs to get to a certain service 
level. It would often cost more to have access to 50 lpcd than to 25 lpcd. Costs 
are therefore not part of the service level definition itself, but reflect what is 
needed to reach a certain service level. 

Various authors have tried to group some of these service characteristics 
together in the form of a ‘service ladder’ (van Koppen, et al., 2009; Moriarty, 
et al., 2010a). Figure 4, depicts the ladder developed by the WASHCost project 
(Moriarty, et al., 2010a), and shows a continuum running from ‘no service’ 
(which is effectively an insecure or unimproved source) to ‘high-service’, where 
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access is on demand at, or very close to, the household. There is often a recip-
rocal relation between the level of service provided and its sustainability. If a 
service is provided according to the expected level, consumers are often more 
willing to pay for a service. But, the costs of providing a higher level of service 
are normally also higher, and go beyond people’s capacity to pay. Sustainabil-
ity problems with a water service often reflect themselves through a slippage 
of the service level. With the exception of handpumps or submersible pumps, 
waters supply systems usually do not break down completely. Rather, there 
may be a gradual reduction in the level of service provided, going down the 
service ladder. 

Sustainability 

The concept of ‘sustainability’ is used liberally in the sector, and there are nu-
merous interpretations of what this may mean in a wide variety of literature. 
In the more specific context of the rural water sector, many organisations 
define sustainability as the maintenance of the perceived benefit of invest-
ment projects (including convenience, time savings, livelihoods or health  

High service: people access a 
minimum of 60 lpcd of high quality  

water on demand.

Intermediate service: people 
access a minimum of 40 lpcd of 
acceptable quality water from an 

improved source spending no more 
than 30 minutes per day.

Basic service: People access a 
minimum of 20 lpcd of acceptable 

quality water from an improved 
source spending no more than 30 

minutes per day.

Sub-standard service: People access 
a service that is an improvement 

on having no service at all, but that 
fails to meet the basic standard on 

one or more criteria.

No service: People access water 
from insecure or unimproved 

sources, or sources that are too 
distant, too time-consuming  

or are of poor quality.

High

Intermediate

Basic

Sub-standard

No service

Source: Moriarty, et al., 2010a

  Figure 4: Service levels
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improvements) after the end of the active period of implementation. Hence, 
this definition may be closer to one that simply describes sustainability as: 
‘whether or not something continues to work over time’ (Abrams, L.; Palmer, 
I., and Hart, T. 1998); meaning, in this case, whether or not water continues  
to flow over time. 

Sustainability of the service is affected by a range of factors. These factors 
include not only the technical or physical attributes of the system, but also the 
financial, organisational (support functions) and managerial capacities of the 
service provider, which indicate the likelihood of the service continuing to be 
provided over time. Even though, in practice, different countries use (proxy) 
definitions and indicators for sustainability (which will be discussed in more 
detail in ‘The status of access to sustainable rural water supply services’, pxx), 
for this study we understand sustainability to be the indefinite provision of a 
water service with certain agreed characteristics over time. 

Scale and scaling up

By the end of the 1990s many insights had been obtained into the factors af-
fecting sustainability at community level, and evidence started to emerge of 
individual communities providing more or less sustainable services. However, 
the intervention cycles which led to these successes were often highly time- 
and resource-intensive or required significant amounts of post-construction 
support. Hence, an interest arose in the concept of ‘scaling up’, i.e. the applica-
tion of community management approaches that would allow reaching a cer-
tain scale in sustainable service provision. The concept of scale and scaling up 
was further elaborated in various documents (e.g. Moriarty and Schouten, 2003; 
Lockwood, 2004). These highlighted the need to move away from a focus on 
the community level only, and towards one of working with organisations 
of the intermediate level, most importantly local government. It was argued 
that only at that level can functions such as planning, financing and post-
construction support be organised that are needed to achieve sustainability 
at scale (i.e. working at an economy of scale). These, in turn, need to be em-
bedded in national policies, regulations and institutional frameworks. In this 
book it is the notion of institutional arrangements that have the potential to 
achieve sustainability at larger geographical scale, well beyond a limited number 
of communities, that is encompassed by the term ‘sustainable services at scale’. 

For the term scaling up we follow the definition of Gundel, Hancock and 
Anderson, (2001) who distinguish between vertical and horizontal scaling up. 
Vertical scaling up refers to the institutionalisation of the functions and ap-
proaches that make sustainability possible; whereas horizontal scaling up re-
fers to the application of these principles in a broader geographical area – what 
is also called ‘scaling out’ by some authors, such as Harrington, et al. (2001). 
Both institutionalisation and geographic spread are important to guarantee 
increased coverage and sustainability. In reality, the two processes are often 
difficult to separate, since geographical spread cannot take place without  
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institutionalisation. In this book we use the term scaling up for the combina-
tion of the two processes.

Cost categories for the full life-cycle of rural water services 

A clear and full understanding of all the costs required to deliver a reliable 
water service has been one of the major blind spots of the sector for decades 
(Fonseca, et al., 2011a and 2011b). Policy makers, governments and develop-
ment partners of all descriptions have rarely, if ever, known the full costs of 
services, including not only the initial construction costs, but also what it 
costs to maintain them in the short and long-term including eventual replace-
ment and expansion costs, as well as costs for both local and national level ad-
ministration and planning. Without knowing what the real costs of an entire 
life-cycle of a service actually include, an informed debate about who should 
finance these costs is difficult if not impossible.

In both the individual country studies and in this book, the cost categories 
developed by the WASHCost project2 have been used and are summarised in 
Table 2.

Decentralisation 

Decentralisation is a core theme in many of the country studies, and is often 
a process that takes many years or even decades to reach a level of maturity 
in which lower tiers of government are not only given a mandate to deliver 
services, but are provided with adequate resources, capacities and decision-
making power. Decentralisation has many meanings, but for the purposes of 
this study it can best be captured as ‘the transfer of authority and responsibil-
ity for governance and public service delivery from a higher to a lower level of 
government’, and the definitions are used based on the World Bank’s Indepen-
dent Evaluation Group definitions (World Bank/IEG, 2008).

In reality, and as supported by the findings of this study, there can be a num-
ber of pathways leading to decentralisation. These range from well planned 
and resourced processes that take place over many years, with progress indica-
tors, to the so called ‘big bang’ decentralisation wherein the central level of 
government announces decentralisation, swiftly passes laws, and transfers re-
sponsibilities, authority, and/or staff to sub-national or local governments in 
rapid succession and without adequate time to embed sufficient capacity. The 
various aspects, or dimensions of decentralisation are set out in the left-hand 
column of Table 3; these are typically comprised of the transfer of administra-
tive decision-making, power over financial control, and political or decision-
making authority from central to lower levels of government.
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Table 2: Definitions of cost categories

Cost category Description

Capital expenditures –  
hardware and software  
(CapEx)

The capital invested in constructing fixed assets such as 
concrete structures, pumps and pipes. Investments in fixed 
assets are occasional and ‘lumpy’, and include the costs of 
initial construction and system extension, enhancement and 
augmentation. CapEx software includes once-off work with 
stakeholders prior to construction or implementation, extension, 
enhancement and augmentation (such as costs of once-off 
capacity building).

Cost of capital (CoC) The cost of capital is the cost of financing a programme or 
project, taking into account loan repayments and the cost of 
tying up capital. In the case of private sector investment the 
cost of capital will include an element distributed as dividends.

Operating and minor  
maintenance 
expenditures  
(OpEx)

Expenditure on labour, fuel, chemicals, materials, regular 
purchases of any bulk water. Most cost estimates assume OpEx 
runs at between 5% and 20% of capital investments. Minor 
maintenance is routine maintenance needed to keep systems 
running at peak performance, but does not include major 
repairs.

Capital maintenance  
expenditure 
(CapManEx)

Expenditure on asset renewal, replacement and rehabilitation 
costs, based upon serviceability and risk criteria. CapManEx 
covers the work that goes beyond routine maintenance to repair 
and replace equipment in order to keep systems running. 
Accounting rules may guide or govern what is included under 
capital maintenance, and the extent to which broad equivalence 
is achieved between charges for depreciation and expenditure 
on capital maintenance. Capital maintenance expenditures  
and potential revenue streams to pay those costs are 
critical to avoid the failures represented by haphazard 
system rehabilitation.

Expenditure on direct  
support (ExpDS)

This includes expenditure on post-construction support activities 
direct to local level stakeholders, users or user groups. In utility 
management, expenditure on direct support such as overheads 
is usually included in OpEx. However, these costs are rarely 
included in rural water and sanitation estimates. The costs of 
ensuring that local government staff have the capacities and 
resources to help communities when systems break down or to 
monitor private sector performance are usually overlooked.

Expenditure on 
indirect support costs 
(ExpIDS)

This includes macro-level support, planning and policy making 
that contributes to the service environment, but is not particular 
to any programme or project. Indirect support costs include 
government macro-level planning and policy-making, developing 
and maintaining frameworks and institutional arrangements, 
and capacity building for professionals and technicians.

Source: Fonseca, et al., 2010
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Aid effectiveness

Given that the WASH sector is still highly aid-dependent in many countries, 
aid effectiveness has for some time been a concern for both the donor com-
munity and recipient governments working in the sector. Figure 5 provides a 
model of the main components and terminology regarding harmonisation in 
the context of aid effectiveness.

The end goal of achieving aid effectiveness is country ownership, which 
means that the political agenda is driven by the needs and priorities of the 
recipient (partner) country, rather than by development partners. Thus, recipi-
ent countries are encouraged to develop the necessary policies, strategies, pro-
grammes and public financial management systems through which the aid can 
be channelled. A second supporting element is then alignment, in which devel-
opment partners align their aid to the country partner’s agenda as well as the 
country’s systems, such as their financial and monitoring systems. Within this 
approach donors come together to harmonise their efforts so that common 
arrangements are established, procedures simplified, and information shared. 

With a common agenda and national sector programme, plus better align-
ment and harmonisation, the development effort can be managed for results 
(and impact) rather than being managed on a project by project basis where 
it is difficult to determine the overall results. Where alignment and harmoni-
sation take place, there is the opportunity for mutual accountability, with 
development partners being accountable to support the partner in funding 
the agenda (sector programme), and the partner country being accountable 
for what is achieved with the development partner aid. 

Table 3: Dimensions and modes of decentralisation 

Dimensions of decentralisation Modes of decentralisation 

Administrative decentralisation – how 
responsibilities and authorities for policies 
and decisions are shared between levels of 
government, and how these are turned into 
allocative outcomes

Deconcentration – the shallowest form of 
decentralisation, in which responsibilities 
are transferred to an administrative unit 
of the central government, usually a field, 
regional, or municipal office

Fiscal decentralisation – the assignment 
of expenditures, revenues (transfers and/
or revenue-raising authority), and borrowing 
among different levels of governments

Delegation – in which some authority and 
responsibilities are transferred, but with a 
principal – agent relationship between the 
central and lower levels of government, 
with the agent remaining accountable to 
the principal

Political decentralisation – how the voice of 
citizens is integrated into policy decisions, 
and how civil society can hold authorities 
and officials accountable at different levels 
of government

Devolution – the deepest form of 
decentralisation, in which a government 
devolves responsibility, authority, and 
accountability to lower levels, with some 
degree of political autonomy

Source: World Bank/IEG, 2008 
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The terminology and concepts mentioned above apply equally at national and 
intermediate level. In reality, one may find a discrepancy between levels, for 
example, where there is a Sector Wide Approach (SWAp) at national level, but 
where some donors (including international non-governmental organisations 
[INGOs]) still have parallel projects at intermediate level. 

Moving towards the application of one or more agreed SDMs requires not 
only harmonisation between development partners and government, and be-
tween development partners, but also across different government agencies, 
between national and intermediate levels of government, and between other 
sector stakeholders such as water resources authorities, water service providers 
and communities. In this context we understand coordination to refer to the 
mechanisms (both formal and informal) through which these actors articulate 
their activities and strategies amongst each other, and how they negotiate 
their role in or contribution to the sector.

Endnote

1 Where reference to the studies is made in the text, the specific authors 
are not cited, but the full references are made available in the References 
section at the end of this book.

2 WASHCost is a ‘sister’ project to Triple-S, also managed by IRC. It carries 
out research into methods for collecting and collating information relating 
to the real dissagregated costs in the life-cycle of water, sanitation and 
hygiene service delivery to poor people in rural and peri-urban areas. For 
more information see: http://www.washcost.info/page/121.
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  Figure 5: Main components and terminology related to aid effectiveness



CHAPTER 3

Country sketches

This study deliberately includes a range of countries at differing points on the long-
term development of their respective rural water sectors. The summaries in the 
following pages are intended to provide a brief sketch, or overview of each of these 
as context for the subsequent analysis and may be useful to read as a ‘snapshot’ 
of where the sector is in 2010. Each summary includes basic information on the 
country, the administrative set up and explains the most important institutions and 
agencies involved in rural water provision. It then highlights the particular SDMs 
that have been established in each country and closes with a brief assessment of the 
key issues facing the sector.
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Benin

Benin is located in West Africa and has a population of approximately 8.8 million. 
The economy of Benin is largely dependent on subsistence agriculture, cotton 
production and regional trade. Benin is classified as a least developed country with a 
GDP per capita of US$1,445 (IMF, 2010). At the end of the 1980s, Benin underwent 
a major political crisis. A massive reorganisation of the State and a decentralisation 
process resulted from this crisis. 

Administrative set up

Benin is divided into 12 departments, and subdivided into 77 communes.

Main sector institutions

• The General Directorate of Water (DG Eau) is the main sector agency, 
responsible for policy development, facilitation and regulation. It has 
deconcentrated offices at departmental level.

• The Société Nationale des Eaux du Bénin (SONEB) is the National Water 
Utility of Benin, and is the main service provider in cities and towns.

• Communes are the level of local government which, since early 2003 
when the process of decentralisation began in the water sector, has the 
obligation to guarantee water supply service delivery. Among others, 
communes are responsible for investing in facilities, and they have 
become asset holders responsible for ensuring that service delivery 
arrangements are in place. In reality, the decentralisation process is 
going very slowly, and many communes do not play their role as asset 
holders. Many planning functions continue at departmental level.

• Operators can be either private operators or community groups.
The sector has been largely guided by the Rural Water Supply Assistance 

and Development Programme (PADEAR), started in the 1990s. This pro-
gramme has been aimed at reorganising the sector, as well as at harmonising 
efforts in rural water supply among sector stakeholders.

Service Delivery Models

The national water supply strategy was published in 2006, and is aimed at 
strengthening the decentralisation process. It identifies the need to promote 
delegated management as a way of improving sustainability of supplies. The 
specific delegation model depends on the type of infrastructure, either small 
piped systems or point-source infrastructure, and the already existing manage-
ment arrangements. As a result, in rural and small town settings, many water 
SDMs coexist:
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• In the more complex distribution systems, four models of delegation have 
been identified in the national strategy using lease contracts: to a private 
operator; tripartite involving the communes, water user association and 
private operator; production by a private operator and distribution 
by a water user association; and to a water user association. Under 
these models, the commune owns the infrastructure and undertakes 
planning, the district directorate for water provides support and ensures 
regulation, and the operator is the one who provides the services, with 
different responsibilities regarding asset management, depending on the 
type of delegation. The operator is either private or community-based, 
but the former is strongly encouraged by the strategy. 

• In the case of point-source infrastructure, four delegation models 
also exist: to a community representative, a private operator, several 
systems to one local operator, or to an operator of both point-sources 
and complex systems in a geographical area. The commune delegates 
following a proposal for a community representative, or to a private 
operator following a feasibility study of the financial sustainability of 
the system and subsequent tender.

Key issues

Although, the actual implementation of these models lags behind, there are 
notable changes in professionalisation of community management. The study 
identified a number of interesting case studies with variations of the above-
mentioned models. The Benin study highlights the potential that delegated 
management models has for professionalisation of service provision. 
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Burkina Faso 

Burkina Faso is a relatively small country in West Africa with a population of 
approximately 14 million, of which 77% live in rural areas. The decentralisation 
process started in 1998 with the adoption of several decentralisation laws and 
decrees. Despite positive growth rates in the past years, a significant number of 
people – up to 46% in 2004 – remain below the poverty line. It has a per capita GDP 
of US$1,304 (IMF, 2010). Current coverage for rural and peri-urban water supply 
stands at around 52%, but there are significant disparities between regions.

Administrative set up

The country is divided into 13 regions, 45 provinces, 351 communes and 
about 8,300 villages. 

Main sector institutions

Though the ultimate responsibilities over a number of small towns and the 
villages located within the boundaries of urban communes are unclear, sector 
organisation is relatively well defined, with a separation of functions between 
a number of key institutions:

• The Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Water Resources is the 
ultimate authority for water supply and sanitation issues in rural 
areas, and the National Office for Water and Sanitation (ONEA), is 
responsible for urban areas. 

• The General Directorate for Water Resources is the national body for 
policy development and planning.

• The Regional Directorates for Agriculture, Fisheries and Water 
Resources coordinate planning, resources and activities at regional level.

• The National Office for Water and Sanitation and the private sector 
operate some dimensions of water services in a selected number of 
communes.

• International donors (GIZ [German international cooperation 
organisation], World Bank, the Agence Française de Développement [AFD 
– French Development Agency], Danish International Development 
Assistance [Danida], the European Union [EU], etc.) finance about 90% 
of the national water budget.

• INGOs implement and support local capacities.
• Communes are responsible for ensuring service provision to their 

populations. 



 COUNTRY SKETCHES 33

Service Delivery Models

In Burkina Faso there are four principal SDMs recognised in sector policy, with 
three of them being recent and under trial in specific regions (2–4):

1. Community-based management, covering 70% of rural and peri-urban 
water supply systems.

2. Delegation to the private sector in the form of leasing contracts. Three 
major operators share the market.

3. Delegation to ONEA through mutual agreement with urban communes 
for water provision in their urban perimeter for a specific length of time. 
A local non-governmental organisation (NGO) supports the commune in 
negotiations with the Agency. Seven communes have adopted this model. 

4. Through Associations for Water Conveyance Development. These 
Associations aim to accelerate growth of the water market in rural and 
semi-urban areas through public-private partnerships (PPPs) extended to 
associations from civil society and NGOs. The service delivery relies on 
a voluntary pooling of equipment.

Key issues

CBM was implemented thoroughly prior to the 2000 National Water Reform, 
which supports the implementation of PPPs in the management of water de-
livery services. Such partnerships are recognised through leasing contracts (for 
delegation) or through coordination units (for pooling equipment). Such ex-
periences are however still conducted at pilot level, and no scaling is planned 
for by the six year National Water and Sanitation Program (2009–2015) to 
meet MDGs. Moreover, a number of local committees created before 2000 
are hostile to change, especially those who still keep their systems going, and 
want to keep their leadership in public services delivery. In parallel, the central 
government created an executing agency to operate water services in place of 
the communes, with the objective of accelerating the pace to meet the MDGs. 
By doing so, the government holds back the transfer of project ownership to 
local authorities. Hence, the central government is faced with both the need 
to produce immediate results and the need to set up ownership at communal 
level.

A certain level of coordination is in place between national stakeholders, 
donors and actors (NGOs, General Directorate for Water Resources, etc.), no-
tably through the National Water and Sanitation Program and its numerous 
platforms. The main issue is around the actual transfer of responsibility and 
resources to the communes whose capacities to plan and manage water services 
are limited. 
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Colombia

Colombia has around 45 million inhabitants, 76% of whom live in urban areas. 
It is a lower middle income country with a GDP per capita of around US$8,936 
(IMF, 2010). In spite of high levels of economic growth, huge inequalities exist; it is 
among the top 10 countries with the highest Gini-coefficient in the world. Steady but 
slow progress is being made in reducing poverty levels; but a significant percentage 
of the population continues to live in poverty – mostly in rural areas. The process of 
decentralisation began in the 1990s.

Administrative set up

Between the national and municipal levels of government there are 32 depart-
ments. There are approximately 1,100 municipalities (the lowest level of local 
government).

Main sector institutions

The sector has been guided by the Law 142 on Water Supply and Sanitation 
Services Provision since 1992. It clearly separates roles and responsibilities.

• The Ministry of Environment, Housing and Territorial Development 
(MAVDT) is the ministry responsible for water supply. Policy development 
and coordination are amongst its tasks.

• The Water Regulatory Commission (CRA) and the Public Domestic 
Service Superintendent (SSPD) form the two key regulatory bodies. The 
CRA is responsible for setting the regulations, whereas the SSPD has a 
monitoring and enforcement role. 

• Departments historically have had a limited role in water supply. In 
the last administration however, they were given an important role 
in planning and financing investments in new infrastructure and 
rehabilitation.

• Municipalities are constitutionally responsible for guaranteeing access 
to water and sanitation services. This implies establishing service 
provision arrangements. In addition, they are responsible for planning 
and financing investments. Finally, they have a role of providing 
technical assistance to service providers.

• Four different types of service providers are recognised by the legal 
framework: direct provision by the municipality through a municipal 
company; private providers; mixed public-private companies; and, 
community-based service providers (which are further sub-divided in  
four modalities).
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Service Delivery Models

CBM has been firmly established as the main Service Delivery Model in rural 
areas and even in many small towns. This finds its roots in a long tradition of 
CBM in the country, but supported by the Law 142. It is estimated that there 
are over 11,000 community-based water supply and sanitation service provid-
ers. Though other SDMs exist as mentioned above, these are mainly applied 
in towns and cities.

Key issues

Since the second half of the 1990s it has also been recognised that many 
community-based service providers suffer from technical and administrative 
deficiencies, and a range of models of support have come into existence to 
professionalise CBM. These can be classified as:

• Direct support to service providers by the MAVDT, through a programme 
called ‘Business Culture Programme’.

• Support by departmental authorities as part of larger infrastructure 
development and rehabilitation programmes.

• Support by municipalities to community-based service providers. In 
some cases it has been municipal staff providing post-construction 
support directly; in other cases, the municipality contracts the urban 
utility to support rural operators in the neighbouring areas.

• Technical assistance through civil society or private sector agencies. 
One example of a civil society initiative is the Asociación Colombiana 
de Organizaciones Comunitarias Prestadoras de Servicios de Agua y 
Saneamiento (AQUACOL) (Colombian Association of Community-Based 
Water and Sanitation Services Providers). It facilitates mutual support 
between its members. An example of the private sector is the Coffee 
Growers’ Association which supports the technical and administrative 
management in villages where it has helped to build water systems, 
predominantly in the departments where coffee growing is concentrated. 
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Ethiopia

Ethiopia is Africa’s second most populous country and, while it is among one of the 
world’s poorest, with a per capita GDP of US$954 (IMF, 2010) the government has 
committed itself to very ambitious targets to expand access to water and sanitation 
across the country. These targets are generally supported by a technologically-driven 
strategy of constructing new water supply systems in rural areas. 

A review of the Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR) Accelerated Universal 
Access Plan – a key sector policy document – suggests that the country’s target 
to increase coverage of water access (defined as 15 lpcd potable water within 1.5 
km) to 98% by 2012 is more ambitious than the MDG target. Decentralisation 
has been ongoing since 1991. 

Administrative set up

It is a federal state with nine regions (and two chartered cities) and approxi-
mately 550 woredas (districts).

Main sector institutions 

• The Ministry of Water and Energy (MoWE), at the federal level, is 
responsible for preparing national water policy, strategy and action 
plans, and for establishing national standards for, amongst other things, 
water quality and infrastructure. The ministry is also accountable for 
overseeing the implementation of policy and strategy. In addition to 
this regulatory role, the ministry gives technical advice (in the form of 
manuals and guidelines) to Regional Water Bureaus. The MoWR also 
manages the implementation of the largest capital investment projects.

• At the regional level the Bureau of Water Resource Development is 
responsible for the implementation of federal policies by adapting them 
to the specific conditions of the region. The Water Bureaus also have a 
regulatory role for certain tasks as delegated to them by the ministry. 

• Zonal Water Resources Development Offices support the Water 
Bureaus in giving technical support to Woreda Water Offices and Town 
Water Supply Offices. They are accountable for coordinating activities, 
plans and reports from woredas, and liaising between regional Water 
Bureaus and Woreda Water Offices. 

• Woreda Water Resources Development Offices are responsible for the 
investigation, design and implementation of small-scale water supply 
schemes. In towns where there are no municipalities, they are also 
responsible for providing technical support to the Town Water Supply 
Offices. 

• The Woreda Water Offices each have a Woreda Water Supply Sanitation 
and Hygiene Team made up from the offices of health, education, 
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women, and agriculture. These teams are responsible for planning and 
implementation of water and sanitation activities. 

• O&M under CBM is the responsibility of the users and, more specifically, 
the WASH Committees (WASHCO) (or in towns, the Water Boards). 
WASHCOs are responsible for making minor repairs for which they 
charge a tariff to users. WASHCO members are selected from the 
communities through an election process. 

Service Delivery Models

The formally recognised SDMs are:
1. Community-management is the main SDM  implemented in the rural 

water sector. After construction (mainly supported by donor funded projects 
and NGOs) and the handover of schemes, operation and minor repairs are 
handled by the WASHCOs representing the community. In multi-village 
schemes, Water Boards are established to oversee these tasks. Water Boards 
comprise representatives from the WASHCOs of individual villages.

2. Self-supply is a low-cost approach to service delivery initiated by 
individual families or groups. Within this model, water sources, usually 
hand-dug wells, are constructed with limited direct support. Support 
to establish facilitating markets and supply chains is required to scale 
up. In 2009, this low-cost approach was formally recognised in policy. 
However, self-supply has yet to be incorporated as a formally recognised 
model in sector performance assessments. 

3. Municipalities with Town Water Boards in small towns. Small town water 
supply systems are managed by Water Boards, usually with support from 
and reporting to municipalities. 

Key issues

A sector harmonisation programme (known as One WASH), which started in 
2006, has widespread commitment and is gathering momentum. There is a 
strong drive from development partners and donors at national level towards 
harmonisation (particularly on funding mechanisms). Emphasis is on con-
struction and implementation, which is done relatively well, but with much 
less focus on providing a long-term service. 
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Ghana 

Ghana has an economic growth rate, Human Development Index (HDI) and 
corruption indices that far-outstrip its neighbours, and a GDP per capita of US$1,551 
(IMF, 2010). Just over half of the population lives in rural areas. In the last five to ten 
years the focus in rural water supply has shifted from point sources towards simple 
piped networks for small towns, with a reported average coverage rate in 2009 of 57% 
in rural areas. However, according to 2008 Demographic and Health Survey (GSS, 
GHS and ICF Macro, 2009), the percentage of the rural population with sustainable 
access to an improved water source was 76.6%. Since the late 1990s, Ghana has 
implemented comprehensive local government and decentralisation reforms.

Administrative set up

Ghana has a four-tier structure: national, regional, district and sub-district. 
There are 10 administrative regions, which are divided into 170 Metropolitan, 
Municipal, and District Assemblies (MMDAs).

Main sector institutions

• Rural water supply is the responsibility of the Ministry of Water 
Resources Works and Housing (MWRWH). The ministry has the primary 
responsibility for the formulation of policies for the water sector. 

• The Water Directorate, established in 2004 as a division within the 
MWRWH, is expected to coordinate the activities of all key sector 
institutions operating under the auspices of MWRWH. 

• The Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development (MLGRD) 
is the main actor responsible for overseeing local government in the 
form of MMDAs.

• The Community Water and Sanitation Agency (CWSA) is responsible 
for rural water: namely, water supply to scattered rural communities and 
small towns, while the Ghana Water Company Ltd and Aqua Vitens 
Rand Limited (AVRL) are responsible for urban water supply. 

• Regional Coordinating Councils (RCCs) have the mandate to monitor, 
coordinate and evaluate the performance of all MMDAs.

• MMDAs exercise deliberative, legislative and executive functions, and 
are responsible for the overall development of the districts. Water is not 
expressly noted among the functions of the MMDAs, and it may be one 
reason why it falls low on the list of priorities.

• Within every District Assembly (DA) there is a District Water and 
Sanitation Team (DWST) which is a technical unit to support the 
delivery of water and sanitation services. In small town contexts 
the DA normally delegates responsibility to Water and Sanitation 
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Development Boards (WSDBs) to manage and hold the water systems 
in trust. 

• Water and Sanitation Committees (WATSAN) are set up around point 
sources, such as a handpump. They set water user fees (with approval 
from the DA), maintain accounts, and manage day-to-day operations of 
these water points. 

Service Delivery Models

There are four broad groups of SDMs:
1. CBM – there are a number of different types in operation, dependent 

on population size and technology, and employed mainly in rural and 
small town contexts. 

2. Utility managed, including PPPs, with a management contract and 
community partnerships with a utility for bulk supply.

3. Private providers, including a broad group of largely unofficial models 
that have emerged more or less spontaneously to meet the demand for 
services not met by the two official models.

4. Self-supply which has evolved as a response to the inadequate formal 
water service delivery systems. It is, however, not addressed in policy or 
strategy papers.

Key issues

Sector support remains almost entirely a bilateral affair between sector 
agencies and development partners and, while most players express strong 
verbal support for harmonisation, progress appears to be mixed, with only 
an ad-hoc Sector Working Group which essentially serves as a platform for 
information sharing between government and donors. A critical issue in 
pushing the harmonisation agenda has been the past level of government 
commitment. However, there now appears to be a genuine desire on behalf 
of government and at least some donors to move towards a more harmonised 
approach. A SWAp roadmap was established in 2009 to build towards sector-
wide planning and coordination.
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Honduras 

Honduras is a relatively small country with a population of some 7.5 million, of 
which approximately 4.2 million live in rural areas. Economic growth rates have 
been high in the past years, yet a significant number of people – up to 50% – 
remain below the poverty line. It has a GDP per capita of US$4,151 (IMF, 2010). 
Decentralisation started in 1990 with the Municipal Law. Current coverage for rural 
water supply stands at around 77%, but it is significantly lower for those living in 
highly dispersed small rural communities. The political situation has been highly 
fragile in recent years. 

Administrative set up

The country is divided administratively into 18 departments, and there are 
298 municipalities, with clear definitions between rural and urban areas.

Main sector institutions

• In common with most countries in the Latin American countries region, 
the Ministry of Health is the ultimate authority for water supply issues. 
Sector organisation is relatively well defined, with a separation of 
functions between a number of key institutions:

• Consejo Nacional de Agua Potable y Saneamiento (CONASA) is the 
National Council for Water and Sanitation, and is the apex body for 
policy development and planning.

• Ente Regulador de los Servicios de Agua Potable y Saneamiento 
(ERSAPS) is the sector regulatory body responsible for setting normative 
standards and performance criteria for operators.

• Servicio Autónomo Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantarillados 
(SANAA) is the National Autonomous Service for Water and Sewerage. It 
is a parastatal that was previously responsible for direct implementation 
and support functions, but under the new reform framework it provides 
support, and direct implementation should fall to municipalities.

• Municipal and urban authorities are responsible for ensuring service 
provision to their populations. 

• National and international NGOs play a significant role in both the 
construction of new systems and support to O&M, accounting for 
some 15-20% of implementation, but generally with a semi-permanent 
presence.

In addition there is the Fondo Hondureño de Inversión Social (FHIS) (Hon-
duran Social Investment Fund), which is the largest implementing programme 
in the country accounting for over half of all direct investment in the water 
sector.
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Service Delivery Models

There are four principal SDMs recognised in sector policy:
1. CBM, – although for larger communities (i.e. more than 500 households 

or with multi-village schemes) voluntary models are considered to be 
limited and more professionalised approaches are the norm.

2. Municipal provision through small-scale utilities run by local government.
3. Utility provision – public or private.
4. Self-supply, which refers to highly dispersed small rural committees (of 

up to about 250 people) formally recognised, but with no formal support 
programmes).

Key issues

CBM has been heavily promoted and generally well implemented in the past. In 
addition there is a well-documented track record in the area of post-construc-
tion support and sector information systems, producing several innovative 
models over the last decades. As a result, sustainability of rural water supply 
has been relatively well-managed, particularly with support from develop-
ment partners (United States Agency for International Development [USAID] 
and large INGOs). But in recent years this support has reduced significantly 
with the associated deterioration of support systems.

More recent changes under the sector modernisation process, started in 
2003, but largely stalled over the past five years, are promising and include 
many of the elements and institutions that are required for adopting a sustain-
able SDA on paper (coordination and planning platforms, a regulator, legal 
recognition of CBM options, monitoring systems, etc.). However, in practice, 
these elements are not adequately funded and, most importantly, are not co-
ordinated in a coherent way. The sector remains largely donor dependent, but 
determining the exact level and sources of funding streams is challenging as 
there is no single annualised overview of financial flows or clear financing pol-
icy. There are also limited consolidated planning and investment processes. 
The result is a somewhat fragmented sector which lacks the final ‘kilometre’ of 
finalising policy and improving national coordination mechanisms.
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India

Although it has a GDP per capita of US$2,941 (IMF, 2010), some 42% of India’s 
1.2 billion people still survive on less than US$1.25 a day (World Bank, 2008). 
JMP reports show an increase in the population with access to improved sources 
of rural water supply from 58% in 1990 to 73% in 2008 (WHO/UNICEF, 2010). 
However, in the last decade the problem of ‘slippage’ has been highlighted, and 
government statistics put rural coverage at only 67% in 2009. 

Administrative set up

The country has a three-tiered federal democracy with central, state and dis-
trict governments. There are 28 states and 7 union territories, and 631 districts.

Main sector institutions

• Government responsibility for rural water at national level is shared by 
three major ministries, the Ministry of Water Resources that looks after 
irrigation and river waters, the Ministry of Environment and Forests, 
amongst others responsible for water pollution, and the Ministry of 
Rural Development that oversees watershed development, as well as 
rural drinking water supply and sanitation through the Department for 
Drinking Water and Sanitation (DDWS). The DDWS is the apex agency 
for rural water nationally, and is responsible for policy formulation, 
preparing federal budgets, setting norms and providing the bulk of the 
funding for rural water supply provision. 

• Under the federal system, it is the individual states that are ultimately 
responsible for rural water provision. At state level there is a similar 
division of responsibility as at national level. Departments for Rural 
Water Supply or Public Health Engineering are implementing rural 
water supply and sanitation programmes. Some states have different 
arrangements for rural water supply, with dedicated Water Boards 
responsible for bulk water supply to rural communities.

• Responsibility for rural water provision lies at the lowest tier of 
government, the Gram Panchayats, but the decentralisation process 
has been varied and, in many areas, remains incomplete. Under the 
auspices of the Gram Panchayats, community-based organisations (CBOs) 
called Pani Samitis (Village and Water Supply Committees) are the main 
institution responsible for community provision; in some cases such CBOs 
are officially incorporated as sub-committees of the Gram Panchayat. In 
progressive states like Gujarat, Maharashtra and Kerala, CBOs out-source 
construction and O&M of water supply systems to other CBOs, NGOs  
and private sector companies. 

• Since almost all investments in India are supported by either federal or 
state funding, assets remain the property of the state, with the right to 
manage systems delegated to the Gram Panchayats. There is no formal 
regulator of the rural water sector in India, although one state, Maharashtra, 
has established a Water Resources Regulatory Authority. 
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Service Delivery Models

Since 2002, India has had a formally recognised national community-based ru-
ral water supply programme, which has been translated into various state level 
models over the years. In some models, state sector technical agencies have 
responsibility for construction and handing over to community management 
entities (e.g. the Jalswarajya model from Maharashtra). In others, community 
entities enjoy full financial autonomy for the planning, design and oversight 
of contractors to build systems and then take over day-to-day management 
and O&M functions (e.g. the Water and Sanitation Management Organisation 
[WASMO] model from Gujarat).

Key issues

The issue of slippage, or non-functionality, has become a high priority con-
cern of the DDWS in recent years, culminating in a recent plan by central 
government to monitor targets for a range of indicators including coverage, 
source protection, tackling of fluoride and arsenic, and poorly served Sched-
uled Castes. There is also a growing concern over water security in many states 
– due to changes in rainfall patterns, contamination from industrial and agri-
cultural sectors, and competition for water use from various sectors, including 
urban consumers. Water security planning for rural populations focuses on 
multiple sources to guarantee supply, and has reemphasised the importance 
of traditional sources, such as rainwater, and of source protection measures. 
As coverage levels have increased so has the concern with water quality issues. 
There has, however, been a recent policy thrust towards improving rural water 
supply as evidenced by the National Rural Drinking Water Quality Monitoring 
and Surveillance Programme of 2006, the National Drinking Rural Water Sup-
ply Programme of 2009, the Results Framework Document of 2010, and two 
key documents currently under preparation – the Strategy for Rural Drinking 
Water Supply and the Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012–2017).
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Mozambique 

Following the resettlement of civil conflict refugees and relative political stability, 
Mozambique saw consistently high economic growth rates, but these were from a very 
low base and extreme poverty is widespread, reflected in a GDP per capita of US$934 
(IMF, 2010). The country has an estimated population of 23 million, of which 63% 
live in rural areas. The decentralisation process started through legislation from 1997 
onwards, but has proceeded very slowly, and transfers of capacity, financing and real 
decision-making power are very limited. In the water sector there is still a very high 
de facto level of centralisation and power held by the ministry at central level, with 
some limited deconcentration to provincial level – for example, provinces now have 
more of a role in monitoring. 

Administrative set up

There are 10 provinces comprising 128 districts.

Main sector institutions

• The Ministry of Public Works and Housing (MPWH) is the most 
important government institution for rural water at national level.

• The Direcção Nacional de Águas (DNA) (National Directorate for 
Water) sits within the MPWH, and is responsible for policy, strategy, 
norms and channelling financing to lower levels. The Departamento de 
Água Rural (DAR) (Department of Rural Water) is in turn housed within 
the DNA.

• At provincial level the Provincial Department of Public Works and 
Housing (DPOPH) has a role in supporting and compiling plans from 
districts and supporting and monitoring work of districts, but there is no 
presence of the DAR and therefore there is an institutional gap. 

• At district level the District Water and Sanitation (DAS) is responsible 
for local planning, implementation and oversight of contracting. 

• At village level water committees are responsible for ongoing operation 
and small-scale maintenance and minor works. 

Service Delivery Models

Sector policy is based on Village Level Operation and Maintenance (VLOM) 
and the demand-responsive approach (DRA), with some more minor modifi-
cations in provinces to do more to support O&M. But essentially there is only 
one formally recognised SDM which is CBM with water point committees; 
no other formally recognised models for rural areas exist, and there are very 
few piped systems in defined rural areas. There is no formal system or insti-
tutional mandate for post-construction support. In theory, water provision 
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is demand driven, but there is very limited capacity for follow-up either at 
district or provincial level, and no funds are made available for direct support. 
Post-construction support, especially in the northern half of the country, is 
complicated by huge distances, very low population densities, and very lim-
ited commercial capacity. As a result, there is a general divide between the 
north and south where in the south CBM/VLOM is able to function (with 
some problems), and in the north it is extremely challenging.

To date, self-supply has not been recognised as an acceptable solution for ru-
ral water. The legal status of water committees is not clear, but there are doubts 
as to whether they would be recognised as a legal entities. 

Key issues

The rural sector in Mozambique can be characterised as being very much fo-
cused on implementation of new systems as a natural drive to increase cov-
erage from a very low base, a process which in the past has been driven by 
often uncoordinated donor funded programmes. A rural SWAp is now under 
preparation which will establish a coordinating secretariat to set up platforms 
at national and provincial level. Most donors already communicate with each 
other through a well-established roundtable and troika leadership model. This 
initiative for the rural sector is part of a broader effort by the Mozambican 
government and its partners, which signed a Code of Conduct agreement in 
2008. 
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South Africa 

South Africa is an upper middle income country with an abundant supply of resources, 
and a modern infrastructure. The country accounts for almost 45% of the GDP of 
the entire African continent. Over the past ten years the economy averaged a growth 
rate of just under 3% per annum, however, in the past few years, this has grown to 
almost 5% a year. It has a GDP per capita of US$10,244 (IMF, 2010), placing it as 
a middle income country; however, there are high levels of poverty, and South Africa 
has a Gini-coefficient of 57.8. The country has an estimated population of just 
under 50 million, with around half living in small towns and rural areas. In terms 
of coverage some 91% of the population currently have access to improved water 
supply; almost all of the unserved reside in rural areas, where 22% of the population 
still does not have access to an improved water supply. South Africa has undertaken 
a comprehensive decentralisation process, which started in the early 2000s, with a 
well elaborated framework and a clearly defined water service authority mandate at 
local government level.

Administrative set up

There are nine provinces with six metropolitan and 46 district municipalities 
which are further divided into 231 local municipalities. 

Main sector institutions

There is a well defined division of roles and responsibilities for the delivery 
of WASH services in South Africa, with the national government having re-
sponsibility for setting norms and policies, as well as a major support and 
leadership role to ensure a strong and collaborative sector. Local government 
is responsible for ensuring the actual provision of services and universal access 
to services:

• The national government is represented by the Department of Water 
Affairs (DWA), as a policy, norms and standards setter; provincial 
(deconcentrated) offices of DWA play a technical capacity role through 
regional offices which also provide support to local government. 

• Within local government, water services authorities (WSAs) have been 
established to cover water policy for free basic services. They have a 
technical department responsible for infrastructure such as water, roads, 
etc. 

• Water services providers (WSPs) at system or multi-system or municipal 
level provide day-to-day O&M, customer care, revenue collection, etc.
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Service Delivery Models 

There is a range of WSP institutional arrangements, from options that cover an 
entire district municipal area (or even multiple municipal areas) to individual 
CBO options that cover specific communities. WSAs decide on the provider 
through contracted arrangements. Three principal SDMs can be identified in 
sector policy:

1. Municipal provision: this can be either directly by the municipality itself 
through a service unit, or via contracting out to a municipal-owned 
utility.

2. CBOs contracted as service providers by the WSA: they often receive 
support from (often private) Service Support Agents (SSAs) which 
both provide technical back-stopping and a monitoring and reporting 
function to the WSA.

3. Private sector companies: different types of contracts can be entered 
into with the private sector ranging from concessions to lease and 
management contracts.

Key issues

One of the strengths of South Africa is the approach which has established a 
range of frameworks to enable water services provision at the local level with 
service targets and financing, planning, regulation, monitoring, reporting 
and support. The institutional framework for water services also recognises 
that there is no single model or institutional arrangement that can address 
the different realities at the local level, and thus legislation requires a 
vigorous assessment process to find the most appropriate service provision 
arrangement(s). One of the other highlights is the SWAp (called Masibambane 
or ‘working together’) launched in 2001 which has fundamentally changed the 
way the water sector operates, by coordinating the mandates and relationships 
between different stakeholders towards a truly scaled-up effort. However, the 
rural water sector is not without significant problems in so far as it has in fact 
largely focused on rapidly increasing coverage through implementation and 
rehabilitation, with a resultant capital maintenance backlog; this, despite the 
fact that it potentially has the systems in place to start addressing the full life-
cycle of services in a more structural way. 
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Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka is a lower middle income country with a population of some 20 million 
people, of which approximately 78% live in rural areas. Coverage of improved 
water supply nationally is high – a recent Asian Development Bank report puts the 
national average at 82% (Asian Development Bank, 2010). In rural areas coverage 
is estimated to be 72%, but there are wide discrepancies and much lower rates in the 
eastern and northern parts of the country.

Administrative set up

The governance structure has four levels: central government, Provincial 
Councils, Pradeshiya Sabhas and village-level organisations. The country is di-
vided into nine provinces and 25 districts, with districts further sub-divided 
into 326 divisions. Pradeshiya Sabhas are the lowest unit of government, and 
their jurisdiction largely coincides with divisional boundaries. There are 270 
Pradeshiya Sabhas.

Main sector institutions

• The Ministry of Water Supply and Drainage (MWSD) is the apex body 
responsible currently for urban and rural water supply in the country, 
while the Ministry of Irrigation and Water Management is responsible 
for regulation and control of inland water. 

• The National Water Supply and Drainage Board (NWSDB) is the 
principal authority providing safe rural and urban drinking water. It 
falls within the MWSD, and has been implementing Asian Development 
Bank-supported projects. 

• In NWSDB project districts, Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Centres 
(RWSSCs[1]) have been established in NWSDB offices, to support CBOs 
and Pradeshiya Sabhas, and also to provide advisory services to the 
general public.

• The Community Water Supply and Sanitation Project (CWSSP) 
supported by the government and the World Bank, and housed until 
recently in the Ministry of Urban Development and Water Supply, 
also implements rural water supply projects, and is the second major 
model of community-based rural water supply provision. It works 
through a central office, district-level Rural Water Supply Support 
Units (RWSSUs) and Rural Water Supply Support Cells (RWSSCs[2]) in 
Pradeshiya Sabhas offices. The CWSSP formally ended in December 2010.

• Responsibility for water service provision is vested with the Pradeshiya 
Sabhas, the lowest level of democratic government, although CBOs 
oversee scheme construction and maintenance. In CWSSP districts, 
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Pradeshiya Sabhas have been strengthened with a small Technical Cell 
to provide post-construction support.

• CBOs operate and maintain village schemes on behalf of the community, 
designs tariffs and collect money, but do not own the assets – and hence 
cannot raise a bank loan using assets as collateral.

Service Delivery Models

The rural water sector has gone through three broad phases: 1) provision 
through local authorities (1948-1975); 2) technology-oriented provision 
through the NWSDB (1975-1993); and 3) community-based provision since 
1993 through local bodies, supported either by the NWSDB or the CWSSP. Sri 
Lanka had two principal SDMs recognised in sector policy: 

1. The NWSDB model: the NWSDB designs schemes, using government and 
external funding to construct the systems (either alone or through CBOs), 
and then hands them over to CBOs for O&M – although asset ownership 
remains with the NWSDB. 

2. The CWSSP model: construction is outsourced to the private sector, but 
the CWSSP Project Management Unit has an intensive capacity building 
and awareness generation programme and a strong decentralised 
approach to implement a comprehensive package of sanitation, 
rainwater harvesting, hygiene awareness, environmental conservation 
and income generating activities.

In 2010, the two models were unified under a single Ministry, making the 
implementation approach more cohesive.

Key issues

With high coverage rates, Sri Lanka can be said to have ‘scaled up’, but it faces 
a new generation of problems, including source sustainability, institutional 
role clarity and rising demands for better quality water. Government agencies 
such as the NWSDB are facing a challenge to transition from being a provider 
to a facilitator, and to enable full decentralisation to Pradeshiya Sabhas and, 
through them, to CBOs. This is especially true when it comes to retrenching or 
seconding the large technical staff in the NWSDB to either Pradeshiya Sabhas 
or CBOs.
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Thailand 

Thailand is a lower middle income country with a GDP per capita of US$8,060 (IMF, 
2010), making it the second largest economy in Southeast Asia. The country has seen 
remarkable progress in human development in the last 20 years, and it will probably 
achieve most, if not all, of its MDGs well in advance of 2015. Decentralisation in 
the last decade is one of the key factors that has shaped the administrative system, 
as well as public services including rural water supply. For the past four decades the 
government has given water supply high priority, with about 90% of the population 
now having access to safe water – a higher rate of whom are in urban areas.

Administrative set up

The state administrative structure is made up of three systems: central ad-
ministration (ministries and their departments), local administration (in 
provinces and districts), and Tambon Administrative Organisations (TAOs) 
(local autonomy).

Main sector institutions

• Water resources are administered and managed by eight ministries 
with different priorities and programmes that sometimes overlap or 
are in conflict. At the central level the main sector institutions are the 
Department of Public Works in the Ministry of Interior (MOI), and 
the Department of Health in the Ministry of Public Health (MoPH). 
The MOI is responsible for communities with a population over 5,000, 
and the MoPH is responsible for communities of 1,000-5,000.

• Piped water in Thailand is currently provided by three agencies, 
depending on area and population served. Urban areas are served by the 
two main state enterprises: the Metropolitan Waterworks Authority 
(MWA), a state enterprise under the MOI for Bangkok and its provinces, 
and the Provincial Waterworks Authorities (PWAs) for all other cities 
and towns. The MWA and PWAs both oversee and regulate, as well as 
provide technical support to TAOs and Village Water Committees. 

• Rural villages and communes with populations under 5,000 are 
overseen by the TAOs, a local administrative division (on average, 
one TAO covers 10 villages). The process of decentralisation devolved 
power and responsibility for development planning and management 
for public services to the local level, the TAO. One hundred and eighty 
functions were transferred to the TAOs, including responsibility for the 
physical assets of rural water supply. TAOs have revenue raising powers, 
a broad range of local government functions (including rural water 
supply), and are taking on roles in oversight and subcontracting services  
to private companies.
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• After construction, the systems are transferred to Village Water 
Committees to continue running the service, with the aim of becoming 
financially self-sufficient. Village Water Committees are an independent 
body representing water users. Most comprise four to six people, including 
the chief, vice chief, accountant, and system operator/maintenance 
person. Many of the Committees work on a voluntary basis, with the 
exception of the system operator who receives a moderate salary. Village 
Water Committees and TAOs receive training and technical support 
from two main ministries: the Department of Water Resources (DWR) 
and the Department of Local Administration. However, owing to 
decentralisation and a change in the budgetary system, technical support 
from central government is declining. 

Service Delivery Models

Thailand has two principal SDMs for rural areas recognised in sector policy: 
1. Community self-supply: by rainwater harvesting and storage in family 

water jars.
2. Piped water supply systems: currently piped water is provided by 

the three main agencies: MWA, PWA and TAOs, with Village Water 
Committees.

Key issues

Most rural people use at least two water sources: rainwater from jars and tanks, 
and shallow ground water from tube wells. However, increasing numbers of 
villages are getting piped connections to PWA systems. This means that a sig-
nificant number of people have access to three water sources. Self-supply is 
an important approach and is an accepted part of the solution for rural areas, 
with institutional support. It is mainly focused on water for drinking. CBM 
and support functions have built-in flexibility for management options from 
the more simple community management up to full private delegation. It is 
an institutionalised response to the one-size fits all mentality seen in many 
countries, and it helps to deal with localised capacity constraints at decen-
tralised levels. However, it is unclear whether and to what extent rainwater 
harvesting, traditionally practiced in most rural communities, is formally 
recognised when piped water systems are planned and built in each village 
and commune. 
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Uganda

Uganda has a population of just over 30 million, over 80% of whom live in rural 
areas. Economic reforms since 1990 have resulted in strong economic growth based 
on Uganda’s focus on investment in infrastructure, lower inflation and better 
domestic security. The global economic downturn has hurt Uganda’s exports however, 
although Uganda’s GDP growth is still relatively strong due to past reforms and 
sound management of the downturn. Uganda is classed as a less developed country 
with a GDP per capita of US$1,196 (IMF, 2010).

Administrative set up

The country is divided into over 100 districts, and each district is then divided 
into sub-districts, counties, parishes and villages.

Main sector institutions

• At the national level the Ministry of Water and Environment (MWE) 
has overall responsibility for initiating the national policies and for setting 
national standards and priorities for water development and management. 

• The Directorate of Water Development (DWD) is placed within the 
MWE and is the lead agency responsible for managing water resources, 
coordinating and regulating all water activities, and providing support 
services to local government and other service providers.

• In the process of decentralisation, Technical Support Units (TSU)s, 
were set up to provide ad hoc strategic capacity building to district local 
governments (DLGs). The four major regions of the country are divided 
into eight sub-regions constituting eight TSUs, each headed by a Focal 
Point Officer. 

• The District Water Office (DWO) is the lead office for the water sector 
at DLG level. Its main responsibilities are planning and implementation 
(e.g. procurement, contract management, reporting and accountability). 
The DWO is also responsible for capacity building, as well as ensuring 
O&M of water facilities through private operators for rural piped water 
schemes and Water User Committees (WUCs) for rural point water 
sources. 

• The District Water and Sanitation Coordination Committee (DWSCC) 
provides a platform for coordinating and harmonising of approaches in 
the implementation of the activities of the rural water and sanitation 
sector in the DLG, and strengthens collaboration across sectors and 
between different players. 

• In Rural Growth Centres (RGCs) and Small Towns, water user 
associations (umbrella organisations) and sub-county Water Supply and 
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Sewerage Boards (WSSBs), through contracted private operators, are the 
major actors for O&M. 

• WUCs are responsible for day-to-day O&M and administration of point 
water supplies and, in some cases, gravity-fed systems.

Service Delivery Models

There is a policy framework defining and specifying Service Delivery Models 
for rural areas, RGCs and urban areas, each taking a different form. These are 
largely, though not exclusively, linked to technology options and settlement 
type. The two principal Service Delivery Models recognised in sector policy 
are:

1. WSSBs, through contracted private operators for Small Towns and RGCs: 
there are two alternatives – handpump mechanics and scheme attendants 
who provide maintenance services to water users in rural and peri-
urban areas, operating as private entrepreneurs and system caretakers, 
respectively.

2. Community Based Management System (CBMS) for rural water supply: 
the CBMS model has a number of limitations, but currently is considered 
the appropriate option for what are mainly point sources (handpumps 
and springs) in rural communities. It is recognised that efforts should go 
into ‘professionalising’ the CBMS.

Self-supply initiatives are promoted and recognised, but are not formally 
stated in any policy statement. The self–supply approach is complementary to 
conventional CBMS, whereby government or NGOs pay for between 90 and 
100% of the cost of the physical infrastructure. The MWE has now embarked 
on the process of developing a comprehensive framework for self-supply. It 
tries to set out the roles and responsibilities of various actors, and calls for 
further definition of the possible technologies required.

Key issues

Real effort is being made to decentralise rural water supply to DLG. A compre-
hensive programme has been established with clear responsibilities for service 
providers and DLG, through which the DLG receives support from central gov-
ernment. This is accompanied by a comprehensive financing mechanism. The 
advanced SWAp, in which government and key development partners pool 
funds for one WASH programme, has resulted in reduced fragmentation of ef-
fort, and better alignment with government policy and approaches. 
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United States of America 

The USA is one of the wealthiest countries in the world, but it is also characterised 
by large and growing disparities: the Gini-coefficient is 45, up from 35 in the 1970s, 
and higher than all other industrialised nations. In total, not including the U.S. 
territories, roughly 1.8 million people lack access to improved water supply. 

This number translates into 1.15 million urban and 600,500 rural residents. Those 
who are the least likely to have adequate services are the poor, elderly and people living 
in rural communities. In the presence of relatively professional providers and nearly 
universal coverage, the role of state and national government is limited to regulation 
(with a focus on private operators), control, and certain aspects of financing; local 
government is very often the system owner.

Administrative set up

The governance structure is federalist, and largely decentralised, with 50 indi-
vidual states having autonomy on most matters. These are further sub-divided 
into 3,143 counties. 

Main sector institutions 

• The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) provides the drinking 
water quality (public health) regulatory framework under the Safe 
Drinking Water Act of 1974. Under the federal system, institutional 
frameworks are largely set at state or sub-state level.

• There are state regulatory agencies, known as ‘primacy agencies’, 
responsible for ensuring water is delivered and which regulate and monitor 
compliance with health and environmental regulations and convene all 
financing agencies at the state level to determine the needs within the 
water sector. Along with the water system financing office of the Rural 
Utilities Service (RUS) of the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA), these primacy agencies have offices at county or parish level in 
most states. EPA, USDA and the state primacy agencies work closely with 
not-for-profit technical assistance provider organisations to ensure that 
rural residents have potable water services.

• The management of rural water supply is done through a multiplicity 
of organisational types that have the responsibility for planning, 
implementation and administration, including municipal or state 
rural utilities, tribal or federal water utilities, private companies and 
CBOs.

• Depending on the ownership type, the day-to-day operations of running 
a rural water system may be contracted out to rural water operators 
who are either employees of the community, the district, a private 
contracting company, or a private water entity. 
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Service Delivery Models

There are four principal SDMs:

1. The community model: serves a community (town, village, or hamlet) 
with multiple types including public municipal utilities, not-for-profit 
community models and regional water systems.

2. The PPP model: in rural areas the most common choice is not-for-profit 
utilities (CBOs which are recognised as service providers), with the 
option to have a private company as the operator. 

3. Fully private options: these include CBM where the provider always 
owns the assets.

4. Household self-supply: this continues to be a major component of rural 
water supply, generally through wells constructed by home owners.

Key issues

High quality service provision is enabled by high levels of subsidy and loan 
mechanisms (for which service providers may access different and changing 
channels/sources). These enable capital maintenance and a strong network of 
professional support, even to small rural operators. Post-construction support, 
technical advice and capacity building are provided by two principal organisa-
tions – the Rural Community Assistance Partnership (RCAP) and the National 
Rural Water Association (NRWA), which organises the circuit rider program of 
technicians who provide post-construction support to rural operators. Both 
are ‘bottom-up’ organisations providing support to members, but are equally 
well linked into government (funding) systems both at federal and state level.

The priority lies with improving performance of operators (e.g. through 
capacity development and regulation) and water quality. At the same time 
the rural water sector faces major challenges with an expensive and aging 
physical asset portfolio, and the risk of slippage, as many systems come to the 
end of their life span; current investment levels are insufficient to meet these 
replacement needs. Financing mechanisms come from a combination of local, 
state, regional, and national funding sources, and many rural populations rely 
on political leverage to access new funds for rehabilitation and replacement.





CHAPTER 4

Findings from the country studies

This chapter presents an analysis of the findings from the research studies in the 13 
countries. In broad terms the findings from the studies are presented according to the 
same elements of the framework used by the country teams to assess the status of 
rural water services in each individual country. Therefore, the analysis is presented 
as follows:

• The first section ‘The status of access to sustainable rural water supply 
services’ looks across the countries to provide insight into how service 
delivery levels are defined and measured in terms of indicators and 
targets for sustainability.

• The second section ‘Institutional arrangements for rural water supply’ 
presents a review of rural water sector reform and the separation of roles 
and functions at different institutional levels, including the impacts of 
broader decentralisation processes.

• The section on ‘Management options’ provides an assessment of trends 
and factors affecting service delivery at the local level, including the way 
in which different management options have evolved.

• The section on ‘Service authority functions’ gives a review of the 
intermediate level in supporting service provision options by looking 
into key authority functions such as planning, monitoring and post-
construction support.

• The last section, on ‘An enabling environment for service authorities’ 
assesses the national level, with a review of factors and elements making 
up the enabling environment in which service delivery takes place, 
and deals with issues of financing, accountability, regulation, learning, 
sector capacity development, and harmonisation and coordination.
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The status of access to sustainable rural water supply services

Service levels

One of the basic building blocks of service provision is in having clearly de-
fined levels of service within sector policy and norms; put simply, a definition 
of the type of service a consumer has (or should have) access to in terms of 
characteristics of quantity, quality, access, reliability and continuity. In some 
cases, definition of service levels is conflated with technology type, and while 
technologies have a bearing on the level provided, the two are not necessar-
ily inter-changeable (as in the difference in service provided by a handpump 
located inside a single family compound, and that provided by a communal 
handpump serving hundreds of people).

All countries in the study have defined minimum service levels in their pol-
icy and legal frameworks; in other words, basic standards of service that need 
to be complied with, including the quantity of water to be supplied, often the 
distance between household and water point (in case there are no household 
connections), and water quality standards to be complied with. Many of these 
are in line with the World Health Organisation definition of access to water 
supply, which is defined as access to an improved source of water of at least 
20 lpcd within one kilometre of one’s dwelling (WHO, 2010b). A country’s 
own definitions may deviate from this in some aspects of service, e.g. in the 
minimum amount provided, or the maximum distance between household 
and water source. Some may have their own water quality guidelines, but the 
basic definition of service level is structured along essentially the same lines. 
When assessing these definitions, a number of remarks can be made on how 
service levels are defined and understood in the sector:

• In some cases, service levels are further defined according to technology 
option. For example, Burkina Faso’s norms state that distance to a public 
tap in a small piped system should be less than 500m; but for handpumps 
it can be less than 1,000m. Likewise, handpumps are expected to provide 
at least 20 lpcd, while piped systems should provide between 40-60 lpcd. 
In some respects this approach to setting out service levels could be seen 
to reflect the water ladder approach of WHO/UNICEF (2010).

• Some countries have defined other aspects of the service level such as 
reliability, continuity of supply, or ‘crowding’ – which describes the number 
of people expected to share a handpump or public standpost. 

• Some countries have defined minimum service levels, but hardly 
ever apply them in practice. For example, Honduras follows the JMP 
definition, but piped water supply systems with household connections 
are the norm in water services provision. Curiously, the specific service 
levels for such systems are not clearly defined in Honduras. At most, 
there are design norms for piped systems in different sizes of rural 
settlements; a similar approach is followed in Colombia. 
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The most commonly used indicator for (rural) water supply is access to 
(and use of) improved water supply sources, and routinely compiled by the 
JMP1 (see Table 4 for the indicators for the study countries). 

The countries in the study reflect some general trends observed in the most 
recent JMP assessments’ report. Access to improved water supply in rural areas 
continuously lags behind urban areas. Most countries are on track for achiev-
ing the MDGs for water supply; those which are off track are nearly all in 
Africa. 

Another partially related trend observed in various countries is an increased 
demand for higher levels of service, either in the form of piped water supply 
or household options through self-supply. This was also noted in the JMP Re-
port (WHO/UNICEF, 2010), which reports that more than 1.2 billion people 
worldwide gained access to a piped connection on premises, this being more 
than twice the population that gained access to other improved drinking-wa-
ter sources. However, this trend is mainly confined to middle income regions 
such as East and Southeast Asia, Latin America and the Middle East. In Africa 
and South Asia other levels of service remain more important. The underlying 
factors for this demand are manifold, but include populations getting richer 
and having higher aspirations, in some cases stimulated by (re)migration and 
remittances from urban areas to rural areas. Returning migrants from urban 
to rural areas in countries like Thailand and Colombia have been reported 
to contribute to an increase in demand for better quality water, and for house-
hold connections in India and Burkina Faso. The desire to have similar facili-
ties in rural villages lies behind this demand. Remittances have been reported 

Table 4: Access to rural water supply services

Country
Use of improved 

water supply total
Use of improved water 
supply in rural areas

On track for MDG 
rural water supply

Benin 75 69 On track

Burkina Faso 76 72 On track

Colombia 92 73 On track

Ethiopia 38 26 Not on track

Ghana 82 74 On track

Honduras 86 77 On track

India 88 84 On track

Mozambique 47 29 Not on track

South Africa 91 78 On track

Sri Lanka 90 88 On track

Thailand 98 98 On track

Uganda 67 64 On track

USA 99 94 On track

Source: WHO/UNICEF, 2010
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to be used for upgrading of basic water supplies, or for self-supply, in the form 
of household boreholes, even though there is little quantitative information 
on the relative size of these investments. 

Sustainability definitions, indicators and targets

Unlike for coverage or access to water, there is no globally agreed definition 
for sustainability of rural water supply. In the study countries we have found 
a number of ways of expressing (proxy) indicators for sustainability of rural 
water supply (see Table 5).

On the basis of in-country knowledge of existing rural water services some 
of the values quoted by official sources are questionable; for example, the 

Table 5:  (Proxy) indicators in use for sustainability of rural water supply

Country

Proxy formal indicator 
for sustainability of 
rural water supply Value Source

Benin Functionality of water 
facilities

73% (handpumps) 
79% (springs) 
52% (dug wells) 
69% (small piped 
systems)

Adjinacou, 2011

Burkina Faso Functionality of water 
facilities

82% (handpumps) 
66% (small piped 
systems)

Zoungrana, 2011 

Ethiopia Functionality of water 
facilities

67% Chaka et al., 2011

Ghana Functionality of water 
facilities 

Case studies report 
functionality of 
boreholes varying 
from 58 to 90% 
(Skinner, 2009; 
and Bakalian and 
Wakeman, 2009 
respectively)

Honduras Composite indicator 
classifying performance 
of service into four 
levels

78% not classified 
as requiring major 
intervention

SANAA, 2009

India Extent of slippageA 30% GoI, 2008

Mozambique Functionality – for 
handpumps only

85% DAR/DNA, 2010

Uganda Functionality of water 
facilities

81% MWE/DWD, 2010

A   While the concept of slippage is not an indicator but rather a descriptive term 
used by Indian authorities, it is a useful guide to the state of rural water services.
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relatively high figure for functionality of handpumps in rural Mozambique 
quoted by the Rural Directorate. However, what the Table does indicate is that 
different types of indicators are being used to measure sustainability, reflecting 
different ways of conceptualising this dimension of a service. These include 
the following:

Functionality. The proxy indicator most commonly found, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa, is functionality, which expresses the percentage of water 
points working at any given time. Functionality is normally measured by a 
one-time check on a water facility or water point to determine whether the 
system is working at the time, and is normally a binary condition (yes/no). 
This indicator can work with simpler point sources (handpumps) where the 
system either works or it does not. But it may not be as useful when applied 
to more complex piped water systems which generally do not fail completely, 
but rather show gradual decreases in performance. 

There is another more fundamental limitation to this indicator as it only 
looks at the ‘output’, and not at the underlying factors that may make a ser-
vice sustainable or not. So, for example, functionality on a given day may 
indeed be ‘zero’ or sub-optimal, but in a case where many of the elements are 
in place (i.e. a strong operator, good tariff recovery, well coordinated support 
and monitoring, etc.) it is likely that the service will indeed be sustainable 
over time. Or, conversely, a system may be functional on a given day, but 
at the same time present many risks when these other elements are not in 
place. So, there are risks in using functionality too narrowly as an indicator 
of sustainability. Nevertheless, because functionality is relatively easy to mea-
sure, when assessed at regular intervals it remains a useful indicator, and when 
taken periodically over time, ‘snapshots’ of functionality can give a measure 
of sustainability.

Slippage. India uses the concept of slippage, referring to the slipping back of a 
village from a fully covered status to a partially or non-covered status (GoI, 2008). 
Slippage could be due to problems of source functionality, water quality and popu-
lation growth. Rather than focusing on the service provider, it focuses on the access 
to the service by consumers. It reflects a deeper understanding of service delivery 
than the simple on/off indicator. However, it also shares some of the limitations of 
the functionality indicators in that it does not allow understanding of the un-
derlying factors affecting sustainability. For example, a handpump may have 
only a small fault which a mechanic is due to fix. If the fault is dealt with 
quickly then slippage will not be much of a problem.

Composite indicators. In countries where more complex piped systems are 
the norm, such as Colombia and Honduras, composite indicators are used; a 
similar system has been developed in Bolivia by the Association of Municipali-
ties of Cochabamba. These normally assess not only the status of the service 
provided (whether it is functional or operating at a sub-optimal level), but also 
key characteristics of the service provider such as, for example, the status of its 
financial records, or the relation between water committee and consumers. The 
scores on these sub-indicators may then be grouped into overall categories, such 
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All rural water supply systems in Honduras are visited with some frequency by 
technicians. These update a fact sheet with key indicators of the systems, includ-
ing water quality, technical state of the infrastructure, presence and activities of 
the water committee, and financial management. These are then grouped, through 
a software called SIAR into four categories: A, B, C and D. Depending on the cat-
egory, recommendations are given to address the points on which it scores low. The 
formal definition of the four categories is as follows: 

Category Status of the system Recommended intervention

A The system functions well 
and there is potable water 
every day. Water is treated 
with chlorine. There is a wa-
ter committee which meets 
regularly, and an operator 
carrying out O&M tasks.

Activities geared towards 
optimising community 
participation and continued 
strengthening of manage-
ment tasks by the water 
committee.

B The system may be working 
but there are management 
gaps that may put the 
sustainability at risk. No 
investment in infrastruc-
ture is required to move to 
category A, but should be 
geared towards strengthen-
ing the capacity of the water 
committee.

Supporting and strengthen-
ing management capacity. 
Supporting accountability 
and participation of the 
users.

C The system may function 
only partially but there are 
management and physi-
cal deficiencies that put 
the sustainability at risk. 
Infrastructure investment is 
needed to move to category 
A, but that can be done 
with existing funds of the 
community.

Same as B, but support 
to the water committee in 
defining the work that need 
to be done, their budgeting 
and identifying of sources of 
funding.

D The system is in such bad 
management and physi-
cal state that the costs of 
improving it and bringing it 
to category A, are beyond 
the possibilities of the com-
munity. Its life span may 
be over. 

Define feasibility to be con-
sidered in future investment 
plans.

Source: SANAA, 2009

  Box 1: Categorisation of sustainability of rural water supply systems in Honduras
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as the four categories identified in Honduras (see Box 1). This system allows 
identifying and anticipating risks to sustainability, even when the physical sys-
tem is not manifesting any problems yet. For example, if a CBO is not collecting 
tariffs adequately, it may be predicted that system performance will deteriorate 
as basic maintenance functions cannot be financed. 

Such indicator systems are gaining ground. Godfrey, et al. (2009) report 
on the use of a simplified sustainability check, using a scoring system for five 
underlying sustainability factors, in a number of districts in Mozambique. 
This also allows for the identification of the underlying factors that are most 
problematic in a given area, or even for a specific water point, which in turn 
allows for corrective action. The system in Honduras even includes a set of 
generic follow-up actions as part of its sustainability indicators. One major 
disadvantage of this kind of indicator is that it requires more resources for 
data collection and analysis. To be useful for planning purposes this implies 
not only an information system, but capacity at local and higher levels to 
take short-term and longer-term management decisions and follow-up actions 
based on the data collected. 

No indicator. Curiously, in five of the country studies there is no informa-
tion available on the status of sustainability of water supply services, as there is 
no indicator for this, nor collection of information on this topic. 

In addition to these four categories of indicators, the literature also sug-
gests other indicators for sustainability. These all have a stronger time ele-
ment. One is for example, the measurement of the functionality of systems 
10 years after project completion. This would give a good indication of the 
resulting sustainability of a service. An interesting example is the concept of 
water-person-years, which indicates the number of years a service is working 
times the number of persons supplied (Koestler, et al., 2010). However, these 
are indicators that allow looking back at how sustainability has worked after a 
time, rather than actual tracking of current performance. 

Despite differences in definition of indicators, and probably in the reliabil-
ity of some of the indicators, the results show an average of 20-40% of water 
services are not functional nor delivering a sustainable service. These figures cor-
respond to other data sources. For example, a study by United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) reported on in RWSN (2009) showed an average level of non-
functioning handpumps of approximately 36% in 20 countries in Africa (see 
Figure 6). Other studies and sources reveal similar levels. Figures indicate an 
‘all India’ slippage rate of more than 30%, but with some states showing as 
many as 60 to 70% of rural facilities as having fallen back to partial coverage 
or no coverage at all (IRC, 2009). Probably, if composite indicators would be 
applied, levels of non- or under-performance would be even higher. In Hon-
duras a reasonable 35% of the systems were performing optimally (classified 
as A), 43% presented problems (either in category B or C), and the remainder 
required major intervention (in D). Recent work from Mozambique revealed 
that most water points scored between 50 and 75% in their sustainability test, 
indicating medium to high risks of non-sustainability (Godfrey, et al., 2009). 
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These figures are at odds with the official sector claim of 85% functionality for 
handpump based systems (DAR/DNA, 2010).

Targets for sustainability

Despite the fact that various indicators exist, and that eight of the countries in 
the study collect and use indicators for sustainability, only two of these have 
explicit sector targets for sustainability: Honduras and Uganda. Both of these 
countries have set quantitative targets to which to elevate the different categories  
and functionality levels respectively. When Honduras started its sustainabil-
ity programme in 1986, a rapid survey showed that only 7% of the water 
systems could be classified as A (Rivera Garay and Godoy Ayestas, 2004). On 
an annual basis targets were set to increase this by a certain percentage. 2007 
was the last year that a target was set to increase the percentage of systems 
classified as A from 38 to 41% – a target that was met. With the significant 
reduction of the programme, targets have been abolished, and the latest count 
showed 35% of systems classified as A. In Uganda the target for functional-
ity set by Government of Uganda for the financial year 2009/10 was 86%, 
and that for 2014/2015 is 90%. According to the Sector Performance Report 
(MWE/DWD, 2010), functionality dropped from  83% (in 2008/09) to 81% 
(in 2009/10). Mozambique plans to include a similar functionality target in 
the performance indicators for the System Wide Approach (SWAp) that it is 
setting up for rural water.

Source: RWSN, 2009

  Figure 6: Estimated % of broken handpumps
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Discussion: indicators for sustainable service delivery

The findings presented in this section show a mixed picture of the impor-
tance given to sustainability as a formal sector indicator or target. Current 
approaches to monitoring in many of these countries focus primarily on the 
number of systems built and the numbers of people served by these systems. 
This echoes the importance given to tracking progress in increasing coverage 
through, for example, the JMP. 

Less structured attention is given to whether or not these systems actually 
continue to deliver reliable services. Obviously, the lack of a clearly defined 
indicator or target for sustainability does not mean that a sector is not paying 
attention to it – in spite of the absence of a sustainability indicator, the USA 
is putting efforts into structurally trying to sustain rural service delivery. But 
formal targets or clearly defined proxy indicators allow a sector to take more 
concerted efforts to improve sustainability, measure progress towards it and 
take corrective action in a targeted manner. Clearly elaborated sustainability 
indicators, with corresponding sector targets, would therefore be a first key 
constituent element of establishing an SDA. Composite sustainability indica-
tors, that contain both information on the service provided and the service 
provider, are best able to reflect the complexity of sustainability and anticipate 
sustainability problems. 

However, collection of data for measuring sustainability in and of itself only 
brings us so far and the real benefits will only accrue when there is the cor-
responding capacity to analyse such information and act upon it, through 
improved performance management. Put simply, the effort of collecting data 
through carefully selected indicators is only really useful if remedial action can 
be taken to decide how and where to invest resources, to provide back-stopping 
support, or to look into particular issues or trends in much more detail.

Institutional arrangements for rural water supply: sector reforms 
separating roles and functions and decentralisation 

Almost all developing countries are, or have been, going through broad ranging 
processes of decentralisation of governance functions over the past 10 to 20 years. 
This phenomenon transcends many different sectors (health, education, as 
well as WASH), and has often been encouraged and supported by donors and 
driven by the notion that decentralisation will bring greater levels of involve-
ment of, and accountability to, the recipients of services. This shift has made 
the decentralised governance unit the critical building block for rural water 
service delivery in almost all countries in the study. Decentralisation is a po-
litical process which is external to the rural water sector, but has a profound 
impact on the institutional roles and responsibilities and other accountability 
functions. In almost all cases decentralisation has gone together with structural 
reform of the water sector, often involving the separation of functions previous-
ly held by one monopolistic state entity (i.e. policy, planning, implementation 
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and oversight). Therefore, understanding of sector reform is closely linked to an 
understanding of broader decentralisation processes and trends. 

Decentralisation processes

The key process through which the reforms have happened is decentralisation, 
meaning the transfer of authority functions and financial resource allocation 
to the local level and, in increasing numbers of cases, the ownership of water 
system assets. Decentralisation is based on the subsidiarity principle, whereby 
decisions regarding the use and management of water are made through the 
involvement of local level stakeholders. This process has not automatically 
meant that local authorities take over the responsibility for the actual provi-
sion of services in rural areas, rather they are typically given the responsibility 
of guaranteeing service provision, through tasks such as planning, financing, 
implementation, monitoring and support of rural water supply. The extent to 
which decentralisation has happened, and the support provided to this pro-
cess of transition of authority, has resulted in very different experiences across 
the country cases included in this study. A number of trends emerge which 
illustrate that decentralisation happens at different speeds and with different 
levels of support to the newly mandated service authorities. The following 
types of experiences can be identified:

1. Phased decentralisation: A number of countries have followed a two-
step approach with first deconcentration of certain functions towards 
the provincial level, followed by a further effort to decentralise to local 
government. In Benin, where the decentralisation process started 
in the 1990s, a strong presence of deconcentrated state entities was 
established at departmental level for many years, before a more recent 
decentralisation to the communes. In Mozambique the decentralisation 
process has been extremely slow to develop, starting through legislation 
from 1997 onwards; the actual transfer of capacity, financing and real 
decision-making power is still very limited. 

2. Partial decentralisation: This refers to cases where different degrees 
and dimensions of decentralisation are employed in parallel. In Ghana, 
for example, despite the existence of the legislative framework and the 
establishment of the DAs, there has been a generalised lack of transfer 
of staff and resources to lower levels. The result has been that staff who 
should fall under local government still report vertically to the line 
ministries, causing confusion about roles and responsibilities. This has 
been compounded by the ‘projectised’ way in which the reform process 
has been implemented, in which different donors take on some elements 
of the reform process in different projects, supporting some regions and 
districts, but not others. In some respects this situation shares aspects of 
the reform process in Honduras where planning and implementation 
functions have been decentralised to municipal government, but where 
support and capacity building efforts have been poorly coordinated and 
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funded. The vacuum of weak coordination from central level, and the 
lack of a common sector investment plan or strategy, has been filled by 
‘projectised’ support to some municipalities, but not to all.

  In the larger countries with federal contexts, such as India and the 
USA, although decentralisation is in place as a national policy, there 
are wide variations in the speed and extent of progress, with individual 
states having the autonomy to pursue differing approaches under a 
federal system. For example, in India, there are some states with hardly 
any progress on meaningful decentralisation (such as Orissa), and in 
others (including most notably Gujarat and Maharashtra) there are 
innovative experiences which have been rolled out at scale. In the case of 
Ethiopia strong political power has allowed for decentralisation process 
‘on paper’ driving responsibility for service provision to the wordea and 
sub-wordea (or kebele) levels, but in practice these entities rarely function 
as real service authorities due to chronic under-funding. 

3. Inadequately resourced decentralisation: This refers to those countries 
where decentralisation has happened quite rapidly, at least on paper, but 
without adequate support or where certain capacities for local authorities 
have not been decentralised. This has occurred, for example, in Burkina 
Faso which accelerated the process in 2006 by creating the possibility of 
commune authorities with the mandate for guaranteeing delivery of rural 
water services. This has included fiscal and administrative decentralisation, 
but with limited resources. As a result, many communes are woefully 
under-resourced, staff capacity is very low, and the systems of local 
government have not been able to keep pace with the reform process; for 
example, communes are still not yet legally able to open bank accounts. 
Whilst seeming to appear extensive – say in comparison with the ‘messy’ 
processes in Ghana and India – the reality in Burkina Faso is that little 
may have changed at the decentralised level in the majority of cases.

4. Wholesale planned decentralisation: In a number of the countries in 
the study there has been relatively well-planned and complete processes 
of decentralisation that have helped to progress the sector. Colombia 
had a long and quite successful process of decentralisation, alongside 
the establishment of community management as the primary model 
for rural service provision. South Africa has witnessed one of the most 
systematic processes of sector reform with key targets and process 
indicators to accompany broader decentralisation. As a result, there 
was a quite quick transfer of resources, budgets and decision-making 
power, but also with relatively good support and follow-up. In reality 
there continues to be severe challenges to decentralisation, even in such 
a relatively rich country. Uganda has one of the most advanced and 
complete processes of decentralisation and reform in place among the 
country studies. Decentralisation efforts began in the mid 1980s as the 
country emerged from a prolonged period of internal armed conflict, 
and initially were not ‘donor-driven’ as has been the case in so many 
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countries on the continent. Administrative and financial dimensions 
of decentralisation are relatively well established in Uganda, but true 
political (decision-making) autonomy remains limited. 

Reform to functions in rural water service delivery

A key part of the reforms that have accompanied broader decentralisation has 
been the separation of roles and functions related to service provision for ru-
ral water. When VLOM and community-management approaches formed the 
main paradigm in the 1990s, many rural water supply projects, often funded 
and implemented by donor programmes and INGOs, would work directly 
with communities, many times by-passing (local) government or, at most, 
keeping them informed only. But with a more articulated role for local govern-
ment in roles such as planning, financing and monitoring, this had to change 
and, in response, rural water supply programmes started to give a more promi-
nent role to local government from the early 2000s onwards. More recent steps 
in sector reform have included support to small-scale private operators, particu-
larly for more complex piped systems in larger rural settlements and small towns. 
Promotion of PPP has been particularly strong in parts of West Africa (Senegal, 
Mali, Niger and, to some extent, Burkina Faso) as well as in Uganda which has 
supported programmes in a number of RGCs. 

Above all, efforts have been taken to separate the service authority functions, 
such as planning, implementation, monitoring, oversight and post-construc-
tion support, from the direct service provision role. The latter functions have 
been transferred to different types of service providers, above all in the form of 
community management organisations, but also private operators and house-
holds (see section ‘Management options as part of Service Delivery Models’, 
p73). The former role – of service authority – has been decentralised almost ex-
clusively to local authorities, at least in theory; but in practice the reality is more 
one of a mixed picture. In the wealthier, less aid-dependent countries such as 
the USA, Thailand, India and to some extent Colombia these functions genu-
inely have been transferred to lower tiers of government. In Uganda following 
the establishment of the Decentralisation Act in 1995, the water and sanitation 
sector benefited from a long and relatively well-structured process of devolving 
mandate and powers to district level. South Africa stands out as one of the 
most complete examples of separation of functions between the municipal 
WSA and the range of entities that are responsible both for capital investment 
projects and day-to-day management of services (the WSPs).

But in many other countries – particularly where interventions still tend 
to be donor or project driven – the reality is that many functions have not 
been decentralised, and are retained by other centralised or deconcentrated 
actors (including large-scale programmes), and local government has limited 
capacity to act independently. For example, in Benin, the departments still 
play an important function in channelling funds and procurement, thereby 
supplanting certain functions intended to be carried out by the communes. 
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In Ethiopia it is still the donor agencies and INGO-financed programmes that 
provide the bulk of both capital investment activities and support services. 
Local government capacity remains chronically low, with greater government 
capacity found in the regions where the deconcentrated offices of the central 
Ministry are located (the Bureaux of Water Resources Development [BoWRD]). 
Another example is Mozambique where some authority has been deconcen-
trated to provincial government, but this is still limited, for example, provinces 
have more of a role in planning and monitoring through the DPOPH. Certain 
functions are being decentralised to district authorities, but these are still not 
fulfilling the function of a service authority, but are seen to be more of an 
implementing partner and communication channel between communities 
and provincial government. In Ghana donors also continue to channel fund-
ing through the centralised CWSA rather than through DAs, although this is 
starting to change.

Unlike in the urban water sector, formal regulation of rural services is still 
very limited, with only a small number of countries having a regulatory au-
thority at all for the sector. For rural and small town services this function is 
rolled into the more general activities carried out – again in theory – by local 
government as part of the service authority functions (see section ‘Account-
ability, regulation, oversight and enforcement’, p94). Alongside this separa-
tion of levels of decision-making and control, there has been an increasing 
separation and specialisation of functions according to the different stages 
in the life-cycle, for example, having dedicated agencies for project imple-
mentation, service provision and, in some cases like Honduras, post-construc-
tion support. In practice, the long-term support functions are often left to local 
government, but without sufficient resources to fulfil these obligations. Such 
reforms have had the aim of bringing in more checks and balances, account-
ability and specialisation and, in many cases, that has been achieved. But an 
inevitable result has also been a higher degree of fragmentation. This in itself 
need not be a problem if and when appropriate coordination exists.

One of the challenges to decentralisation, and concentrating service au-
thority functions at district level, has been reaching economies of scale. 
Certainly, working at the level of the district or municipality provides an im-
provement over community-level interventions, as is often the case with NGO 
or even large-scale donor funded programmes. However, in practice, many 
local governments remain weak and poorly equipped, and there is evidence 
that some functions are being re-centralised to higher administrative levels. 
This has happened formally in Colombia, with planning and financial alloca-
tion taking place at the departmental level, and informally through the cre-
ation of groupings of municipalities (manocomunidades) in many other Latin 
American countries which seek to spread the costs and economies of scale for 
professional capacity across a number of municipalities. This has also been an 
area of tension in the dynamic between the push for decentralisation and the 
resistance to change illustrated by some agencies who stand to lose in the new 
decentralised order – for example, according to the CWSA in Ghana, the dis-
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trict level does not allow for economies of scale, and still continues to tender 
for multi-district contracts.

Finally, the transfer of assets has sometimes been a difficult issue as part of 
sector reform processes. While in some cases ownership of infrastructure assets 
is clear (such as Ghana where this is the property of the DAs, and authority 
is temporarily vested in local WSDBs to manage services), in others, such as 
Mozambique, final title is interpreted differently by competing ministries or 
departments (the Ministry for Local Government disputes ownership claims by 
the National Directorate for Water). In South Africa a major point of conten-
tion has been the transfer of assets from DWA to municipalities. Many of the 
assets were in poor shape, and municipalities were not always prepared to take 
them on. During the transfer of assets there was wide consultation between 
the Department of Provincial and Local Government, the South African Local 
Government Association and DWA to resolve some of these issues. Likewise in 
Burkina Faso assets were only legally transferred from the central Department 
of Water under the Ministry of Agriculture to communes in January 2010. In 
theory the ministry should have rehabilitated all systems, many of which are in 
poor repair, before transferring ownership. But instead they transferred them in 
their current state, with only the equivalent of some US$2,250 per commune as 
a fund to rehabilitate systems (a totally inadequate sum).

Reforming agencies

The reforms of recent years have not only affected local authorities. The role of 
centralised and/or deconcentrated agencies previously engaged with direct imple-
mentation and support in the study countries have also had to re-assess their 
roles. These include entities such as the state agency SANAA in Honduras , 
the various Public Health Engineering Departments (PHEDs) in Indian states, 
the CWSA in Ghana, the Department of Water in Burkina Faso and the ‘old’ 
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) in South Africa. With sector 
reform, and particularly with fiscal decentralisation, funding for rural water ser-
vices – in theory – is increasingly being passed straight to local government lev-
el. The typical roles these centralised or deconcentrated agencies are now being 
asked to play are around facilitation, post-construction support, and technical 
advice and oversight, rather than large-scale implementation (i.e. system con-
struction). However, the picture is mixed and, in some cases, they still have a 
role in implementation. For example, in Sri Lanka, the centralised state agency 
NWSDB is still directly involved in construction and/or managing contracting 
for new systems and major rehabilitations, as is the CWSA in Ghana.

However, the change of roles from what Wester (2008) calls the ‘hydraulic 
mission’ of massive infrastructure development to facilitation has encountered 
reactions of resistance and co-option. Most commonly, the studies highlight 
a ‘resistance to change’ on the part of individuals, often linked to the loss of 
control of resource allocation through centralised procurement and contract-
ing. For example, in Sri Lanka, as part of the decentralisation process, some 
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technical staff of the NWSDB have been placed at district level to play a new, 
more advisory role to local government and CBOs. This change, which now 
puts these local level organisations on the same footing as central government 
engineering staff, has met with strong resistance, and it is not clear how well 
this new role of facilitation will be taken up. These findings are not unlike what 
has been found in reform of large monopolistic public sector institutions (or ‘hy-
drocracies’, as Wester [2008] calls them) for irrigation or water resources manage-
ment. 

In India the decentralisation and sector reform process has placed specific 
attention on the role and mandate of the existing engineering-focused imple-
menting agencies (such as the PHEDs) to adapt to new roles. Various strategies 
have emerged to manage this change process. For example, the creation of a 
new parallel organisation such as WASMO in Gujarat; alternatively the inter-
nal transformation of the existing PHED in Maharashtra by imparting new 
skills and capacities; and in Tamil Nadu through a pilot project using external 
consultants and focussing on the culture of the organisation and staffing pro-
files to address ‘attitudinal’ problems (see Box 2). In other states (e.g. Orissa) 
there continues to be conventional set-ups mainly led by PHED, with more 
traditional or infrastructure perspectives. This situation is reinforced by the 
role of the Executive Engineer (usually from the PHED), who leads District 
Water and Sanitation Committees, and who often resists or even derails efforts 
to move towards a greater SDA, and to promote the role of the community 
in decision-making. These different examples reflect the size and plurality of 

The Tamil Nadu Rural Water Supply Project of the Tamil Nadu Water Supply and Drain-
age Board (TWAD) carried out an interesting exercise which served to change the at-
titude of engineers, who themselves then constituted a change management group, to 
encourage more responsible and motivated functioning. A key motivational question 
asked in intensive workshop sessions was: “What will you tell your grandchildren when 
they ask: ‘you were in charge of the water supply in the state – and this is the status?” 

The intensive and frank discussions that followed resulted in an acceptance by the rural 
water supply engineers that change was needed. They came out with the Maraimalai 
Nagar Declaration which was a revolutionary vision for conventional engineers coming 
from a hierarchical, top-down and bureaucratic organisation, and served as the basis 
for the Tamil Nadu Rural Water Supply Project Pilot Project, where each engineer 
‘adopted’ a village to implement his vision. A total of 145 villages were selected. An 
independent assessment in 2006 showed that there was remarkable change in these 
villages once engineers decided to work with the community. The community, in turn, 
responded to improved water service delivery (including budget savings of 40% on 
electricity charges and greater user satisfaction) by volunteering to contribute for the 
previously free public stand posts. In 30% of the villages, contributions of Rs.10 (US$ 
0.20) per household per month were received for public stand posts.

Source: James, 2011a

  Box 2: Change management works!
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experiences in sector reform in India, which include the entire range from un-
reformed to reformed and decentralised structures at state level.

Discussion: impact of decentralisation and reforms on conditions for service 
delivery

This mix of experiences from the case study countries highlights a number of 
important aspects that have a bearing on rural water service provision. First-
ly, it shows that fiscal decentralisation is key for decentralisation to become 
more than a token process. In some cases significant funding flows do reach 
down to the level of district or local government. For example, South Africa 
and Uganda have established mechanisms to channel central budgetary allo-
cations to lower levels of government (the municipal infrastructure grant and 
the conditional grant respectively), but even in these cases there are still serious 
short-falls in necessary financing for institutions and activities that are required 
to make the shift to an SDA. In most of the remaining countries, transferring 
responsibility for service provision, with inadequate financial allocations to the 
local level, will not allow local governments to fulfil their roles, for exam-
ple, in countries such as Burkina Faso, Mozambique and Ethiopia. Similar 
findings from a recent WaterAid study across 12 countries indicate that over 
two-thirds of expenditure at local level is still outside of the local government’s 
budget and direct control (WaterAid, 2008).

Secondly, support to decentralisation is essential. Even when responsibilities 
are reasonably clear and financial resources are provided, decentralisation will 
require support to local government for a long time – perhaps indefinitely. 
In some cases this has been addressed – deliberately or otherwise – through 
a two-staged approach which recognises the time needed to develop capac-
ity in local government, and leaves a structure at provincial level to support 
local government. However, there is a risk of the ‘chicken and egg’ dilemma 
of cause and effect, whereby central governments resist the real transfer of 
resources and decision-making power to local levels because it is claimed that 
there is insufficient capacity in the first place; Ghana provides a good case in 
point.

Equally, there are different experiences with sector reform with some coun-
tries, generally wealthier and less aid dependent, managing to achieve a more 
complete separation of functions between service authority (generally held 
by local government) and day-to-day operation and management of services 
(either community managed entities or small private operators). However, in 
many cases the hoped for reforms – and clear separation of functions – exist 
largely ‘on paper’, with the reality that much has not changed either because 
of lack of capacity at the local level, or a certain degree of inertia, and even 
resistance, on the part of strong technical parastatal organisations. 

Taken collectively, the evidence from the case studies suggests that there has 
been a general trend towards the ‘re-engineering’ of the rural sector towards 
new frameworks which can better support the delivery of services.. However, in 
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reality, many countries are still struggling with incomplete reforms, or reforms 
that are stalled, meaning that the desired step change to service delivery has 
not yet come about. The reasons for this slow progress are broader than the 
water sector and include inadequate fiscal decentralisation, lack of financing, 
capacity constraints, and stalled public administration reforms.

This should, however, not necessarily lead to the conclusion that such 
reforms are less successful than what went before (i.e. more centralised ap-
proaches with single agencies carrying out multiple functions). Rather, it is 
too early to say whether such reforms will yield markedly improved results 
and, as with the broader processes of decentralisation, that these are long-
term processes with no guarantees of success. The desired results of decentrali-
sation – greater accountability in governance, better local participation and 
improved efficiencies – are not likely to become evident in the short-term, and 
there is evidence to show that when the process is not fully implemented, or 
poorly managed, it is likely that things will get worse before they get better. 
Despite this, the picture is not all negative and, even where reform and decen-
tralisation only partially work, things can be improved significantly with cen-
tralised service provision. A number of countries, including Uganda, South 
Africa and Colombia, have all shown promise in terms of sector reform for 
rural water services. In short, it is still too early to say whether these fundamental 
changes will bring about improved services; therefore it is important to look 
beyond the merits and difficulties of decentralisation per se, and assess how 
key water functions are fulfilled and can be further improved.

Management options as part of Service Delivery Models

Over the past 20 years or more, a range of different management options 
have evolved in rural water provision. Some of these are formally endorsed 
by government policy; whereas others have been supported by donor or NGO 
programmes. One important distinction to note from the outset is the defi-
nition and description of such arrangements over the life-cycle of a service. 
Although not always the case, this often means that the arrangements put in 
place to build the new infrastructure (or to carry out a major upgrade or capi-
tal replacement project) may not be the same as for the management of the 
day-to-day O&M of the system. 

A number of formally recognised management options were found across 
the study countries (see Table 6), with a clear predominance of the CBM ap-
proach. In all cases it exists as a formal model, defined within government 
policy, even though community management entities do not always have a 
clear legal status in all countries. Other options have also been recognised, 
including public sector management (through municipal utilities or local 
government providers) and the growing involvement of small private opera-
tor arrangements (mostly in the form of delegated contracting through PPPs). 
Finally, there is self-supply which is understood as the investment in and 
management of household facilities by the same households. There are many 
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Table 6:  Formally recognised Service Delivery Models
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ObservationsCountry

Benin
Range of delegation options available 
depending on technology type and 
settlement size

Burkina Faso

ONEA holds lease contract in seven 
municipalities
One case of variation to CBM, with 
an Association of Water Schemes 
covering 41 individual water user 
associations

Colombia
Formally recognised and regulated, 
distinction between four different 
CBM options which are well defined

Ethiopia

CBM includes WSSBs for multi-
village schemes
Self-supply only recognised in formal 
policy from 2009 

Ghana

CBM is predominant model in small 
rural communities with a growing 
trend towards PPPs – DAs are always 
asset holders in the case of CBM

Honduras
Recognition that larger communities 
should get more professionalised 
CBM

India

Asset ownership is unclear – 
although Gram Panchayat is 
recognised as the lowest level of 
government, ownership does not 
have a legal backing at this level

Mozambique
Formal status of water committees 
unclear but unlikely to be recognised 
as legal entities

South Africa

Well-established process for 
determining type of service provider, 
but heavily skewed against CBM 
operators

Sri Lanka
Two different models for CBM, 
differing mainly in the capital 
intensive phase

Continued      
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other forms of management arrangements which are not formally sanctioned 
in government policy, which of course does not mean that they are not im-
portant; for example, self-supply is de facto an important service provision 
option in all countries, regardless of whether it is recognised and supported 
officially. 

Community-based management

The CBM approach has its roots in the international Decade for Drinking 
Water and Sanitation (the 1980s), which ushered in a new wave of donor 
and NGO programmes, largely by-passing government structures in favour of 
communities and grassroots organisations. Part of the philosophy behind this 
trend was to place responsibility for O&M onto the community. One of the early 
manifestations of this approach was the development of VLOM technologies2. 
Although the decade yielded success in a massive expansion in coverage, it failed 
in achieving its target of 100% coverage and making the increases in access 
permanent. In practice, VLOM proved to be insufficient to address the problem 
of sustainability as communities seldom, if ever, had actual legal ownership, 
and were ill-prepared to take on the management responsibilities.

By the mid 1990s, the discourse had developed further towards the com-
bination of DRA and community participation. This differed from the VLOM 
approach in that stronger emphasis is given to communities’ demand for ser-
vices expressed, among other things, through their contribution to investment 
and operation costs. Greater attention was paid to preparing communities to 
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Thailand

Self-supply is an important 
approach, mainly based on rainwater 
harvesting (for drinking) with 
institutionalised support

Uganda
Relatively long experience in testing 
small-scale PPP arrangements in 
RGCs

USA

In rural areas most common option is 
not-for-profit utility or CBO, with the 
potential to have a private body as 
operator; in many cases provider also 
owns assets

Continued
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take on management tasks. As a result, over the last two decades or so, it is 
the CBM model that has emerged as the leading paradigm for providing water 
to rural communities. Much effort towards the end of the 1990s went into 
better understanding the reasons for the success and failure of communities, 
identifying factors ranging from supply chains to gender, community finan-
cial contributions, legal ownership and existence (or lack) of suitable low-cost 
technologies. Many organisations (particularly NGOs) gradually improved the 
quality of their project cycles with communities, even though there was an 
underlying tension between the quality of interventions (both time and re-
source intensive) and the scalability of approaches. 

CBM has undoubtedly brought many benefits, and recent studies indicate 
that this approach has indeed improved the performance of water supply sys-
tems in some cases (Bakalian and Wakeman, 2009). Nevertheless, many com-
munities kept on struggling with sustaining their water supplies, with some 
succeeding and others failing, giving rise to the notion of ‘islands of success’ 
(Davis and Iyer, 2002). The recognition that there are limits to CBM, and that 
the vast majority of rural communities require some form of on going external 
support, gained momentum in the early- to mid-2000s, giving rise to a more 
general focus on post-construction support mechanisms (Lockwood, 2002; 
Moriarty and Schouten, 2003). 

In its simplest form, CBM relies on voluntary water committees to carry 
out basic day-to-day O&M and administrative tasks to keep the system going 
and to address minor repairs. This is still a common approach in the smaller 
communities, typically served by point source supplies, and is evident in the 
least developed cluster of countries in the study; but is also still present in 
more remote and isolated rural communities in places such as India or Hon-
duras. Under this scenario water committees, or CBOs, as they are sometimes 
referred to, are formally recognised under sector policy and (normally) vested 
with authority to manage the systems by the relevant authority. However, 
with exception of the USA, CBOs are never the legal owners of the assets they 
are supposed to manage. Asset ownership typically lies with local government 
or national government, reflecting the difference between the service author-
ity and service provider functions, with CBOs merely being providers. The 
concepts of ownership and sense of ownership have been subject to debate 
in literature on CBM (e.g. Moriarty and Schouten, 2003). Although a sense of 
ownership has been widely promoted as a basis for CBM, in reality the formal 
legal ownership of assets by CBOs has often been unclear or never fully assured 
under national and local laws. However, in view of the separation of the pro-
vider and authority function, that could be less important. More important 
is whether the CBO has a ‘sense of being a service provider’ or is a service 
provider in the legal sense of the word. And that is where gaps still exist in the 
legal frameworks of some countries, and which can undermine the authority 
and capacity of such committees, such as in the case of Ethiopia where they 
are not yet legalised. 
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Professionalisation of CBM tends to happen as communities increase in 
size and tariff-base, and/or where piped networks become the norm, especially 
in larger rural settlements and small towns. The growth in population and devel-
opment of more densely populated rural villages are strong drivers for increased 
levels of service, moving up the ladder from basic point sources, including 
handpumps, to reticulated systems with street or household connections. This 
trend towards professionalisation is normally accompanied by various opportu-
nities for private sector involvement, either through sub-contracting specialist 
functions to individuals, such as paying to have a plumber or bill collector. 
Finally, in the larger and more complex systems, such as multi-village schemes 
serving rural growth centres, professional service providers are often contracted 
to carry out some or all of the operational functions. Considerations of market 
viability and economy of scale are crucial for the effective take up of such roles. 
This graduation of CBM options is well-illustrated in the case of Ghana which 
identifies three broad sub-models as shown in Table 7. In Ghana the DA has the 
power to designate, and delegate authority to WSDBs, which hold the system 

Table 7:  Ghana: Formally recognised sub-models of CBM

Population 
size System Management model

< 2,000 Point source WATSAN committee

2,000 - 
5,000

Non-mechanised systems (e.g. 
gravity-fed water schemes)

WSDB supported by skilled 
artisans from within the 
community, whose services may 
be procured when necessary on a 
retainer basis (indicated as ‘option 
1’ in the CWSA Small Towns O&M 
Guidelines). 

5,001 - 
10,000

Simple boreholes, gravity fed 
or slow sand filtration based 
piped systems

WSDB with certified/reputable firm 
to carry out specialised functions 
as and when needed (indicated 
as ‘option 2’ in the CWSA Small 
Towns O&M Guidelines) or, 
preferably, WSDB with contract 
with a firm or firms to perform 
specialised functions on a periodic 
basis (indicated as ‘option 3’ 
in the CWSA Small Towns O&M 
Guidelines).

> 10,000 Communities served with complex 
water supply systems

WSDB and a contracted firm 
(private operator) to completely 
operate and maintain the water 
supply system (indicated as ‘option 
4’ in the CWSA Small Towns O&M 
Guidelines).

Source: IRC/Aguaconsult, 2011
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in trust, and manage service delivery on behalf of the DA. In turn, the WSDBs 
can further out-source specific functions to individuals and private companies, 
depending on the size and complexity of the systems. In some countries this 
differentiation starts to be recognised and formalised, based on characteristics 
such as type of system or village size. For example, in Thailand there are four 
different and increasingly professionalised forms of CBM stipulated in Tambon 
local government policy. 

One of the major success stories in CBM, and the only real example from 
the case study countries where this has been adopted at scale, is the WAS-
MO3 from the state of Gujarat in India. WASMO is active in every district 
in Gujarat, and provides rural water services in about 15,000 of the state’s 
18,000 rural communities, representing some 26.5 million people. In its early 
days WASMO was driven by Dutch development assistance when the model 
emerged to take over from the centralised Gujarat Water and Sewerage Board 
(GWSSB), which had exclusive responsibility for rural water up until 2002. 
The main highlights and factors for success of the WASMO experience can be 
summarised as follows:

• WASMO is not only scaled up in terms of coverage, it also functions 
‘at scale’ meaning that it is a self-sustaining model that has support 
structures, implementing systems and financing mechanisms which can 
be replicated. There are still challenges, and one of the main difficulties 
is to deal with district bureaucracies and the special problems of the 
tribal areas. 

• Under WASMO community management has been truly formalised by 
modifying bye-laws that made the water committees (Pani Samitis) a 
legal part of local government (Gram Panchayats), thereby giving them 
a full legal status. 

• The role of the Pani Samitis is clearly defined; the physical assets of the 
system are still owned by the state, but this relationship is governed by a 
tripartite agreement signed between WASMO, the local Gram Panchayat 
and the Pani Samiti. 

• One of the critical success factors has been the political dimension, with 
a deliberate plan to engage with politicians and senior civil servants 
from the outset, and to have them informed and supportive all the way 
through. 

Even though progress is evident on the ground, there has not yet been 
a full-scale evaluation of WASMO which would provide hard evidence and 
metrics around whether this approach leads to better quality of service and 
improved sustainability.

As CBM has become more complex and professionalised there is increas-
ing out-sourcing of technical functions and, in some more isolated cases, 
the entire management and operation is contracted to private operators. 
This often blurs the distinction between out-sourcing and true delegation. 
Delegated management, as a concept borrowed from urban utility experi-
ences, refers to all forms of contractual relationships between an asset owner 
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and an operator. The key aspect of formal delegation is that this can only 
be done by the asset holder; only to a legally recognised entity (which is 
usually a private company, but also could be an association or community 
committee); and is subject to a service agreement setting out the terms of 
the contract and services expected. In this sense, much of what goes on un-
der more professionalised forms of CBM is not strictly speaking delegation, 
but rather sub-contracting, as it is not done under service agreements, and 
without CBOs as asset owners. For example, in some states in India (e.g. 
Maharashtra) and in Sri Lanka it is common for the out-sourcing of func-
tions to be made to local NGOs or CBOs which act as private contractors. 
More conventional cases of delegated management for rural water systems  
are presented in the section ‘Beyond CBM’, p81. 

The transition of CBM from basic VLOM to more professionalised forms 
over the past 20 to 30 years appears to be driven by a number of factors. The 

A review of progress on sector reform in 1998, six years after its start with the 
Law on Public Services in 1992, revealed that a high percentage of small mu-
nicipalities had failed to complete the procedures to legalise the water utilities. 
It also showed that infrastructure was still being built without having a solid 
service provider responsible for operating that infrastructure. This was one of 
the key factors for creating a programme of assistance initially called Programa 
de Cultura Empresarial, best translated as entrepreneurial or business culture. 
In 2003, the programme was renamed into the programme for Strengthening 
and Technical Support to Small Municipalities, but kept its main premises.

The Programme has three objectives: 1) to establish and/or legalise community-
based water service providers in rural areas and small municipalities; 2) to 
support the development of a business structure among these service providers; 
and 3) to improve service provision indicators among the providers that partici-
pate in the programme. One of the principles of the programme is the recogni-
tion that CBM is the main and most relevant service provision option in rural 
areas, but CBOs need to operate as formal service providers, operating under 
basic business and entrepreneurial principles, even while they continue operat-
ing as non-profit organisations. Initially, a big effort of the programme was on 
dissemination of the legal and institutional framework and requirements among 
municipalities and operators. Later on, more practical tools were provided that 
allowed operators to become more professional, including the provision of train-
ing material on issues such as billing and tariff collection, book-keeping and 
financial management, operation and maintenance and customer relations. Op-
erators which have made progress on certain criteria also received a free license 
for billing software. An evaluation by Tamayo and García (2006) found the con-
tents of the programme were useful in structuring more professional operators. 
However, it also identified gaps including the limited emphasis on community 
ownership of the service they would receive. 

Source: Rojas, et al., 2011

  Box 3: Colombia’s entrepreneutrial culture programme
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key one seems to be demand to move up the service ladder to systems that can 
provide higher service levels, particularly more complex piped systems with 
household connections. In turn, one of the unseen drivers for this demand-
driven move to better services – and therefore more professionalised manage-
ment and operation – appears to be urbanisation and (re)migration. In some 
middle income countries such as Sri Lanka the growing shortage of labour in 
rural areas means that there are fewer communities willing to perform ‘free’ 
services, including technical tasks of the water committee (e.g. monitoring 
water quality, checking for leaks, etc.). Another key driver is a simple change 
in philosophy among policy makers that the provision of a key public ser-
vice such as rural water supply also requires professional service providers. 
This has been evident in Colombia, where the Programa de Cultura Empresarial 
(entrepreneurial culture programme) has focused on the promotion of good 
management and business principles, while retaining the not-for-profit status 
of community management (see Box 3 for a summary). In fact it is already tell-
ing that in Colombia the term Community-Based Service Providers is used to 
describe the CBOs running a water supply system, whereas in most other Latin 
American countries ‘water committee’ or ‘water board’ is the most commonly 
used term. This difference in terminology reflects the conceptualisation of 
more professionalised service providers. It also reflects the fact that profession-
alisation should not only be understood in terms of hiring professional staff; it 
also entails attempts to operate at high standards and run a service provider in 
a professional manner. 

Regardless of the underlying drivers, some of the key defining characteris-
tics of this professionalisation trend within CBM include:

• The separation of service provision functions from operations functions 
– wherein communities through their elected representatives (either in 
local government or in CBOs such as Water Boards) retain the ultimate 
management and decision-making power, but are able to separate out 
specific tasks, or retain all of the operation and administration of a system, 
and delegate this to individual entrepreneurs or local companies.

• A change in philosophy from volunteerism towards professionalised 
approaches which may include a business model or management 
culture. 

• A strengthening of the capacity of service providers by improving 
performance based management and adoption of good business practices. 

Although post-construction support has been recognised as a critical aspect 
of successful CBM, it is interesting to note that in most cases this is not yet 
seen – or planned for – as an integral part of CBM. Even where functions for 
such support have been allocated to local government and the options exist, 
such as in South Africa and Colombia, this is not adopted in a systematic way. 
Rather, it is left to individual local or regional authorities to give shape to this 
function. Only in Honduras has the question of post-construction support 
been addressed in a systematic way as part of the CBM model. Post-construc-
tion support is addressed in more depth on page 103.
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Beyond CBM: private sector management arrangements and rural utilities

As noted above, although there are elements of contracting out within 
CBM, formal delegation arrangements are a relatively recent phenomenon  
for management of water provision in rural areas. Nonetheless, bringing in 
local private operators with more specialist or professional skills can be a way 
of improving services and increasing efficiencies over the more conventional 
CBM approaches. With population growth, urbanisation and migration trends 
all increasing, there is a growing number of larger rural communities, growth 
centres and small towns, all of which present more complex water supply 
needs and demands for higher service levels. This, in turn, brings a greater 
likelihood for professionalisation of services as tariff bases grow, and there is 
a more skilled workforce available in such growth centres. These contexts are 
well beyond the scope of conventional CBM arrangements more common in 
small, low-density rural villages, and require a step-change in management 
arrangements.

The case studies indicate that these types of private operator arrangements 
are emerging as a small, but nonetheless significant option, and have been 
adopted in a number of countries, including Benin, Burkina Faso, Colom-
bia, Ghana, South Africa and the USA. There is documented evidence from 
other countries and regions, particularly in French-speaking West Africa and 
Rwanda.

Since 2000 in Uganda the DWD has been piloting and expanding a model 
for delegated O&M of Small Town water supply systems based on local private 
sector engagement. These O&M contracts have been typically short in nature 
(a three-year rolling contract arrangement), and place minimal requirements 
for capital investment or system expansion on the operator. The district local 
government acts as a water authority, and signs and supervises contracts with 
the private operators, with DWD playing a technical advisory and support 
role through its regional TSUs. In 2005 the DWD started work with the Global 
Partnership on Output-based Aid to make the contracting conditions more 
attractive to local private sector operators; today 72 RGC systems are run by 
private operators, representing 8.5% of the national total (Azuba, Mugabi and 
Mumssen, 2010).

Another country which shows a relatively high degree of development of 
delegated approaches to managing service delivery is Benin (as it is also in 
Senegal, where there has been a recent policy shift in favour of fully delegat-
ed management approaches [AGUASAN, 2008]). It has established a range of 
models for delegation directly between the commune and private operators (see 
Box 4). The advantage of this approach is that it allows delegation of manage-
ment contracts for a larger geographical area, i.e. for more than just one com-
munity. This allows for economies of scale. Delegated contracts for rural piped 
networks ensure that part of the revenue goes to a fund for CapManEx and net-
work extensions and also to the commune’s own general budget. The example 
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from Benin illustrates the possibility for formal delegation from commune to 
water user associations and private operators.

Another example of private sector involvement was the Management Re-
form of Rural and Small Town Water Supplies Programme in Burkina Faso. 
After disappointing results from running a CBM model for many years, a pri-
vate operator model was tested. The government began a new strategy under 
which private firms were awarded a handpump maintenance or a handpump 
installation and maintenance contract in one or more communes. Smaller 
firms were awarded the former type of contract covering one or two neigh-
bouring communes, and larger firms got the latter, covering several communes 
in a region. For rural piped schemes, the commune contracts an operator to 
manage each system. The promotion of these delegated contracts to private 
entities has met with some success, especially in achieving greater economies 
of scale. One constraining factor in this approach is that commune staff often 
do not have the capacity to understand and monitor these more complex 
agreements.

Service Delivery Models in Benin differ between different types of technology. 
The most common model is still the basic CBM approach with a water user as-
sociation (service provider) acting as the operator. However this is changing as 
professionalisation is pursued and alternative management structures are put in 
place. For ‘simple’ technology such as handpumps there a number of options of 
delegation by the commune

• Delegation to a community representative 
• Delegation to a private operator
• Delegation of many similar systems to one local operator
• Delegation to one operator of different types of system (e.g. handpumps and 

piped networks) within a geographic area 

For the more complex piped networks or mechanised boreholes there are other 
more complex models recognised under the legislation, but some of these are 
not common:

• Delegation to a private operator
• Tripartite contract involving the commune, water user association and a 

private operator
• Delegation of production to a private operator and distribution to a water 

user association
• Delegation to a water user association

Overall in Benin the delegation process is open tendering with positive discrimi-
nation for local entrepreneurs to encourage local private sector development, 
where national private operators from the cities are excluded.

Source: Adjinacou, 2011

  Box 4: Different approaches to delegation in Benin
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In the above cases the private operator is contracted only to manage the 
service. But in other cases the contract goes one step further and the private 
contractor would also be responsible for the construction of the system. The 
cases from the study countries and others in the general literature highlight 
the growing involvement of local, small-scale private operators as an alterna-
tive model to CBM for improved water supply services in small rural towns 
and rural settlements. The concept of these PPPs is gaining ground and is 
starting to be documented (see Kleemeier, 2008; WSP, 2010). In generic terms 
such PPPs rely on a central tripartite arrangement between the contracting au-
thority (the asset holder, which under decentralisation is often the local gov-
ernment), the operator, and some type of regulatory body. Given that in most 
countries the formal regulatory framework for the rural sector is either non-
existent or extremely weak, this function is often still played by a centralised 
ministry and its deconcentrated offices, as is the case in Uganda where this 
role is still played by the DWD. In addition to these three main actors, PPPs 
also normally involve some form of support agency to help guide and moni-
tor the contractual relations between the asset holder and the operator. In 
some West African countries and in South Africa this role has been taken up 
by private sector support agencies (also termed ‘business development service 
providers’ and SSAs respectively).

Self-supply

Self-supply is, and historically has been, an important form of managing do-
mestic water. It refers to a situation in which individual households (or some-
times even a group of neighbours) invest in gradually improving their own 
service (Sutton, 2007), and where the O&M is also done by the household them-
selves. Self-supply can fill the gap where public or formal private sector-led ap-
proaches do not reach. This is especially the case in scattered rural communities 
and where water sources are easily available, for example, in many parts of 
Bangladesh or Zimbabwe where water tables are very high. But, it also hap-
pens in small towns or peri-urban settings, where better-off families invest in 
their own borehole and gradually extend services to neighbours as seen, for 
example, in Benin and Ghana. Of course, wherever there is no (adequate) 
service provided by a public, private (formal or informal) or community en-
tity – everyone who is not served in effect comes under the self-supply model 
and it is therefore, de facto, an important approach to consider. One of the 
main challenges to date has been that self-supply is not easily recognisable or 
quantifiable, and therefore usually does not qualify as a management option 
with formal benchmarks.

One of the main advantages of self-supply is that household-owned sys-
tems tend to be better maintained than communal systems. In Zimbabwe 
sector statistics show that family wells are generally better maintained than 
communal systems; non-functionality rate for family wells was 12% in 2004, 
while for boreholes with bush pumps it was 30% (UNICEF/NAC, 2004). 
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Reasons include the fact that households are more likely to maintain a water 
system that is also legally their own and that does not require relatively com-
plex CBM arrangements. In addition, the costs for maintaining such systems 
tend to be lower. 

This does not mean, however, that there is no role for government agencies 
or NGOs in self-supply. They may promote self-supply as an appropriate mea-
sure both at the low end of the coverage scale (where accelerating access is re-
quired), as well as at the very other extreme, where coverage levels are very near 
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Water Services 
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Department of Water Affairs
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• Regulation of water 
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enforcement and disputes)

Direct regulation Indirect regulation Contract

Source: Based on de la Harpe, 2011b

  Figure 7: Arrangements for letting and regulating delegated contracts by the
 WSAs in South Africa

Rainwater harvesting has traditionally been one of the most important sources of 
water for rural households. In the mid 1980s, when the Thai Government (RTG) 
started decentralised approaches to rural water supply, it focused in on three 
low-cost technologies, including rainwater jars for drinking water supply, along-
side shallow wells for other domestic uses. This was before piped village water 
systems became the driving model for water delivery.

Rainwater harvesting programmes have since then been undertaken by village 
committees, government and NGOs, to support household investments. This led 
to an increase of rainwater harvesting as a source of domestic supply from 24% 
of the rural population in the late 1980s to 37% in 2005. The combination of 
self-supply with supporting programmes helped achieve economies of scale in the 
supply chain and created competition in the private sector. This in turn has pushed 
prices down of the jars to around US$400 for a jar of 11 m3, which can provide 
water security for a six person household all year round. 

Source: Juntopas and Naruchaikusol, 2011

  Box 5: Promoting rainwater harvesting to support self-supply approach in Thailand
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complete, but where reaching the remaining percentage of unserved is often the 
most challenging and costly, as these people tend to live in the most dispersed 
rural areas. Such promotion can take many forms, including the provision 
of awareness raising and technical assistance on practical ways of installing 
household systems, to providing subsidies to the installations. 

A good example of this is Thailand’s approach to promoting rainwater 
harvesting (see Box 5). Outside the study countries, there are other well-
known cases of government support to self-supply. In Zimbabwe, since the 
early 1990s, government and donor programmes have supported the protec-
tion and upgrading of shallow wells. By 2006 over 120,000 family wells had 
been up-graded, serving more than 1.5 million people at minimal subsidy by 
donors or the government (US$3-5 per capita) (Sutton, 2007). Ethiopia has 
started a similar programme. This also shows that where government provides 
some support, it is able to leverage households’ own investment. 

However, such programmes of support are not common. As a result, self-
supply remains largely invisible in sector indicators and, therefore, its relative 
importance to the sector is not fully understood nor appreciated. However, 
this trend is starting to change, and as seen in Table 6 (page 74), 8 out the 13 
case study countries recognise self-supply in sector policy (Ethiopia, India, 
Thailand, Uganda and the USA). In the USA, where self-supply is regulated 
much more stringently than other models, some 14.5 million people are us-
ing privately financed and operated systems. Honduras used to have a pro-
gramme of support to self-supply as well, but this programme stopped and, as 
a result, there is no insight into what percentage of households may be being 
served through self-supply. Formally recognising self-supply makes it possible 
to see the investments made by people themselves, and also to direct more 
limited support to improve these self-help services, which is often needed to 
ensure the improvement of sources. 

Discussion: defining Service Delivery Models as part of the Service Delivery 
Approach

Based on the findings of the various country studies it is possible to identify 
a categorisation of SDMs, which comprises four main options, namely: CBM, 
direct public sector provision, private operators, and self-supply. But it is clear 
that in reality there are a number of variants within most of these categories, 
reflecting different degrees of system complexity and levels of professionalisa-
tion. The most important variants in management arrangements under these 
different SDMs are given in Table 8.

While the cases studies do not indicate any right or wrong SDMs, what is 
clear is that there has been a generalised trend away from the more volun-
tary arrangements of CBM towards professionalisation, or what some are now 
terming ‘community management plus’. Some of the founding principles of 
CBM, such as community cohesion and common participation for the great-
er good and informal accountability to a water committee, have been seen 
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to be problematic over the last 20 years or so. While it can be argued that 
the reverse is also true – that two-thirds of community-managed systems still 
function – tolerance of this level of failure would not be contemplated in 
most spheres of the public service. This ideal has been undermined by the 
lack of formalisation of these arrangements within broader local government 
bye-laws and national legislation and policy, the absence of clear contract-
ing, lack of legal standing of the committees, and the lack of professional 
capacity in certain aspects of running and managing systems. A second and 
related trend illustrated by the studies is that there is an emerging but growing 
role for small-scale private operators to improve service provision for rural 
populations. Although these approaches only account for a small proportion  
of management models in some contexts at present (i.e. in Ghana this is esti-
mated at only about 4% of the total [IRC/Aguaconsult, 2011]), in other parts 
of the world it is growing rapidly. For example, in a number of countries in 
West Africa, PPP arrangements are now in place for about a quarter of all piped 
schemes (both rural and urban), and this proportion is expected to rise quickly 
in the coming years in a range of countries including Burkina Faso, Mali, 
Mauritania, Niger and Rwanda (WSP, 2010).

Table 8:  Service Delivery Models and variants

Principal SDMs Main variants in management arrangements

CBM • Small-scale systems directly managed and operated by water 
committees

• Larger and more complex systems managed by water 
committees with individual operational functions out-sourced to 
private individuals or small companies

• Larger and more complex systems managed by water 
committees with all O&M out-sourced to private sector operators

• Associations of water committees providing economies of scale 
for certain O&M functions 

Public sector 
operators

• Municipal water company providing management services to 
rural communities

• Associations of municipal companies providing management 
services to rural communities 

• Local, regional or national public utilities providing 
management services to rural communities,  
including maintenance contracts 

Private sector 
operators

• PPPs, with private sector operators to maintain and manage 
larger systems under contract

• Formal private operators working under licence 
• Informal private sector providers 
• NGOs and CBOs

Self-supply • Individual households
• Clusters of or neighbouring households
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The demands on management and administration of a water supply system 
are, in part, a function of the technology employed. Household level sup-
plies, including rainwater harvesting, present the simplest challenges in terms 
of management, but even here there is the need for some form of follow-up to 
address issues around safe storage, water quality and hygienic use. Point source 
technologies, including both handpumps on wells or boreholes and capped 
springs, require less management capacity and sophistication than large re-
ticulated systems with household level connections. The difference between 
gravity-fed systems and any requirement for a power-source to pump water, 
whether this is electrical, fossil fuel or solar, again adds elements of complex-
ity (and cost) to maintaining the system and delivering water. 

In recognising different service provision models, it is useful to differenti-
ate these in their feasibility according to settlement type, which in turn re-
flects both changes in population growth and settlement patterns, meaning 
we are seeing more and higher-density rural growth centres. Figure 8 maps 
the different formal models found in the case studies against these different 
demographic settings. This reflects that highly dispersed communities tend to 
rely on voluntary management or self-supply, and more concentrated villages 
and rural growth centres and small towns have a larger spectrum of options 
available. This spectrum highlights the immense difference in demands and 
solutions between low-density rural villages and hamlets and emerging small 
towns or rural growth centres. Opportunities for increasingly professionalised 
service delivery with the corresponding improved management capacities and 
revenue collection are clearly more abundant in the latter case.

Using a broader service area (like the Communes in Benin which may con-
tain a mix of settlement types) is one way of providing economies of scale, 
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  Figure 8: Service Delivery Models and types of settlement
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thereby facilitating delegated options. Various countries also differentiate the 
type of service provision model according to the type of technology (which 
is often closely associated with the settlement type). Both Burkina Faso and 
Benin are examples of that; in the latter case different delegated models are 
promoted for simple point sources and more complex small piped systems. 
The more actual options are elaborated in sector policies and guidelines, the 
greater the likelihood of finding a good fit between a model and a service 
area. The presence of different models may even lead to further innovation in 
service provision.

The adoption of an SDA calls for identifying pathways for professionalising 
SDMs. It is noteworthy that there are different preferences for professionalisa-
tion in different geographic contexts. Countries such as Ethiopia and Mozam-
bique, which are still struggling with very low levels of coverage, have much 
more basic forms of community management and fewer other formally sanc-
tioned models. But countries like Benin, Burkina Faso and Ghana employ a 
wider range of delegated contractor options as one of the pathways to profes-
sionalisation. In the Latin American study countries the delegated model is 
not much favoured, but rather there has been an emphasis on professionalis-
ing the existing community-management structures through an institution-
alised system of post-construction support. 

Service authority functions

The different management options described in the previous section require 
different forms of support from the intermediate level, normally local govern-
ment which, as part of sector reform and broader decentralisation processes, 
have become service authorities. (Service authorities implies being responsible 
for guaranteeing access to services and being the asset owners – though in some 
countries that responsibility remains with national government.) Service au-
thority functions, are critical to supporting service delivery and are established 
by national policy, legislation and, to some extent, local bye-laws. The service 
authority functions cut across a range of issues from planning and implemen-
tation, to monitoring, regulation and post-construction support. 

Planning and implementation of water services

The first set of authority functions relates to planning and decision-making 
on water interventions, as well as implementation, although this latter task 
may be contracted out. Here we look at the planning and implementation 
approaches followed. Specific attention is given to the link between water 
services and water resources planning. 
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Strategic planning

Different planning instruments are to be found in the case studies. In some 
countries local governments are expected to develop strategic plans for priori-
tising water interventions, either as stand-alone ‘municipal water plans’ or as 
a ‘water chapter’ of broader local development plans as is the case in Ghana and 
Burkina Faso. However, the experiences with strategic planning at local level 
are mixed. Experiences in Uganda, for example, show that planning tends 
to focus mainly on implementation of new water services and some limited re-
habilitation, but tends to ignore the need for replacement of existing assets or 
planning for support to those already functioning. A similar experience was 
found with the WSDP in South Africa, which often was little more than long 
wish-lists of projects, with inadequate planning for asset replacement. One 
reason for that might be that the local governments see themselves often as an 
implementer of infrastructure only, and not yet as owner of assets for which 
they bear ultimate responsibility. It may be complicated when systems are de-
veloped by NGOs or projects, of which the local government has no knowledge 
and over which it might be reluctant to take on formal ownership, let alone 
include them in their asset management plans. A second reason relates to the 
poor quality of the process for developing such plans. Often these have been 
technical exercises, driven by local consultants, with limited involvement of lo-
cal politicians, local government officials or consumers; this is often due to the 
limited capacity of local governments. 

In addition to strategic plans, which normally cover a longer time frame (i.e. 
three to five years), local governments often have to make annual plans, linked 
to annual government budgeting and disbursement cycles, as is the case of the 
WSDP in South Africa which covers a five year time span within an annual plan-
ning context. Annual planning – and, more specifically, annual financial dis-
bursements – can often be problematic when there are delays and lag times in 
the release of funding. When disbursements are only made towards the end of 
a financial year this can often lead to rushed spending on implementation and 
poor quality, as in the case of some districts seen in Uganda.

Planning is not done at local government level in all cases, rather in certain 
countries this has been elevated to higher levels such as the province, amongst 
others in Benin, Burkina Faso and Mozambique. This leaves the local gov-
ernment mainly in a role of channelling information between communities 
and provincial authorities. In other countries authorities at higher hierarchi-
cal administrative levels play a role in planning processes. For example, the 
TSUs in Uganda play a role in quality and consolidation of annual local gov-
ernment plans. Colombia, as also described in the section on p66, is moving 
towards making plans at departmental level, to which all local authorities 
contribute. This ‘local centralisation’, as it is dubbed by OECD (2010), is to 
allow both economies of scale in the use of resources (such as engineering 
capacity), and the planning for costs such as direct support costs. 
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Implementation approaches

In addition to strategic and annual planning, which typically cover an entire 
area of local government or provincial jurisdiction, there is a third type of 
planning which covers the implementation of capital projects. We refer to 
this type of planning as the project implementation approach, which entails 
all procedures and mechanisms for the capital intensive period in the cycle of a 
water system. Historically, many programmes have focussed almost exclusively 
on this as a discrete planning cycle, which is often completely divorced from 
the broader service delivery cycle as shown in Figure 1 (p18).

Many lessons have been learnt about the importance of the quality of 
implementation approaches and interventions for sustainability. Key fac-
tors identified include the degree of participation of communities of users in 
decision-making (Harvey and Reed, 2006; van Wijk-Sijbesma, 2001), gender, 
technology selection processes, and the development of CBOs. Failure to ad-
dress these factors in the intervention – particularly in new system construc-
tion – often leads to rapidly emerging sustainability problems. Although the 
opposite is not necessarily true; having good quality intervention approaches 
is not a guarantee for sustainability.

Many countries have tried to include these factors in a standardised man-
ner in implementation guidelines. Countries like Uganda, South Africa and 
Mozambique all have project guidelines or implementation manuals which 
describe in detail the steps in the implementation of water systems, as well as 
providing tools. In these countries there is a strong drive to ensure that most, 
if not all, agencies operating in the sector follow these manuals, with the aim of 
ensuring that intervention processes meet certain standards, both for the techni-
cal quality of the works, as well as for the software interventions For example, in 
South Africa, practitioners working on the process of community mobilisation 
are required to follow a standard training in what is called the ‘Institutional 
and Social Development (ISD) Package’. Another aim of such guidelines, as 
with the case of Ghana, is to harmonise approaches and reduce confusion 
when different development partners implement projects. Not all countries 
have such standardised intervention processes. For example, in Honduras there 
is no standard project implementation manual. Despite this, most agencies fol-
low the Escuelas y Casas Saludables (ESCASAL) (Healthy Schools and Homes) 
approach to hygiene education and demand creation. The same applies in Co-
lombia where different local and provincial government agencies have their own 
implementation manuals, albeit with similar approaches. 

It is not always easy to ensure that all agencies follow standardised imple-
mentation approaches that allow for a minimum level of standards to be met. 
NGOs in particular are less likely to follow a country’s standard implementation 
manuals, as many often have their own organisational approaches. This has led, 
for example, the Uganda Water and Sanitation NGO Network (UWASNET) in 
Uganda to encourage member NGOs to adopt the formal Government of Ugan-
da implementation manual and procedures. One way to improve approaches is 
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to hand over even more responsibility for project implementation to communi-
ties. In India, Honduras (the community executed projects – known as PECs) 
and Ethiopia (as part of the Community Development Fund [CDF]), communi-
ties are not only responsible for the eventual provision of the service, but also 
for managing the entire implementation cycle, including procurement of ma-
terials and contracting. This has reportedly strengthened ownership over the 
service, improved transparency in the use of funds, and improved the quality 
of the systems. At the same time, this approach is also more time consuming 
as the community needs additional training and support to fulfil its role in 
implementation adequately. 

In the many instances where an SDA has not been applied or planned for 
from the outset, there is often an abrupt disconnect between the capital in-
tensive phase – the new ‘project’ – and the subsequent transfer of responsibil-
ity to communities under CBM arrangements. In some cases there may be a 
few months of mentoring, or even more structured post-construction support 
programmes (on p103). But even in those cases it often means a transition for 
the community from one agency with whom they engage in the construc-
tion phase (e.g. government, donor or NGO) to another agency providing 
post-construction support, if they are lucky enough to have this in place. For 
systems managed by private operators, individual user households and the 
community may be less aware of this transition.

In addition, the separation of roles and responsibilities, discussed in section 
‘Institutional arrangements for rural water supply’ p65, has also led to the 
separation of the implementing role from the support or regulating role. That, 
in itself, need not be a problem as long as the transition in the service delivery 
cycle is clear. In that sense, Figure 9 provides an interesting illustration of how 
South Africa conceptualises the changing roles for different agencies at differ-
ent moments in the service delivery life-cycle.

Water resources planning

A specific area of planning is water resources planning. Most of the planning 
instruments described above focus specifically on water supply services, but be-
cause this is dependent on broader water resources availability there is the 
need to assess how water resources are incorporated. 

In general, rural water supply is not a big user at river basin level. Glob-
ally, the domestic water supply sector represents approximately 13% of all 
water abstractions (FAO, 2010), and rural water supply would be a small part 
of that total figure. However, rural water supply can be affected by increasing 
consumption by other water uses such as irrigation or urban water supply. 
The case studies show that this is only an issue in countries that are experi-
encing what is termed physical water scarcity, i.e. a situation where there is 
not enough water to meet all demands. Among the case studies only parts of 
India, South Africa and the USA face such a situation (Comprehensive As-
sessment of Water Management in Agriculture, 2007). All other countries face 
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Source: de la Harpe, 2006
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  Figure 9: Sevice delivery life-cycle in South Africa
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no physical water scarcity, but rather economic water scarcity, i.e. human, 
financial and institutional capacity are too limited to harness water resources, 
even though they may be naturally abundant. In practice, this does not pre-
clude local scarcity and conflicts between users of rural water supply systems 
and other uses in such countries. 

It is exactly for this reason that the (rural) water supply sector traditionally 
has engaged only to a limited extent with water resources institutions, as the 
latter initially have focused on much larger-scale river basin scarcity (see also 
Moriarty, Butterworth and Batchelor, 2004; and Smits and Butterworth, 2006 
for further discussion on this). Rural water supply agencies often have a nar-
row conception of water resources management, focusing on activities such 
as protection of springs and streams in upper catchments, as reported in the 
cases of Colombia and Honduras, for example. But they tend to ignore more 
complex relations and competition with other water uses. However, in view of 
the increasing scarcity and recognition of the localised nature of competition 
between rural water supply and other uses, a range of efforts are undertaken 
to strengthen this linkage: 

• Using water resources data as technical input into rural water supply 
planning. This is the traditional approach of assessing water availability 
as a basis for technical decision making on, for example, the siting of a 
borehole or the design of surface water intakes. Most of the countries in 
the study follow this approach. Uganda, for example, has undertaken 
efforts over the past years to make groundwater maps available to local 
authorities so they can take such data into account in planning. This 
approach works relatively well, even in the absence of local competition 
for water resources.

• Regulating rural water use through licensing. This approach recognises 
that local water resources may be limited, and that these can be 
regulated through ‘technical’ control, via abstraction licenses. This 
approach is used, for example, in Colombia. The main disadvantage of 
this approach is that the administrative transaction costs are very high: 
every small water system needs to apply. Monitoring and control costs 
would also be high. In reality, it is often found that rural water supply 
systems do not apply for such licenses to avoid these costs, or are not 
monitored for licensing.

• Licensing, but with exceptions for small users. This approach is similar 
to the previous one, but with the important difference that users that 
use less than a given amount do not need to apply for a license. This 
approach is followed, for example, in South Africa. The advantage 
of this approach is that only the big users need to apply and can be 
regulated, and small users would be indirectly protected from overuse. 
This also brings down administrative transaction costs.

• Integrated planning between water supply services and water resources. 
Under this approach water resources are not only taken as a technical 
input into water supply planning, but also account is taken of existing 
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water allocations (as defined under the licenses) and, where needed, these 
are further negotiated. Of the case studies, South Africa is the country 
that probably has the most advanced institutional relationship and 
planning instruments. WSAs need to align their WSDPs’ plans with the 
constraints placed by the relevant Catchment Management Agency. 
There is both an institutional and planning relationship between the 
WSA and Catchment Management Agency.

• Protecting and increasing supply. This approach is fundamentally different 
from the other approaches, as it seeks a way of reducing competition with 
others uses by protecting or even increasing supply for rural water. This 
approach is based on protecting rural water sources such as springs and 
streams. But it builds on it, by promoting the harnessing of additional 
or alternative water sources. For example, in India, emphasis is placed 
on providing communities and households with one or two alternative 
sources beyond the main source, e.g. through rainwater harvesting or use 
of traditional sources. The rationale behind this is that secure access to 
one source only is unlikely in the context of high competition, so a better 
solution may be to diversify access to a number of sources, so that if one 
source fails, there is a back-up option. Obviously, this has implications  
for costs of source development. 

Accountability, regulation, oversight and enforcement

A key aspect of the adoption of a more service-oriented approach is the estab-
lishment of accountability mechanisms; in other words, the ways in which 
consumers can hold service providers to account for the actual service they 
receive. For the rural water sector it is important to make a clear distinc-
tion between what is meant by accountability and the related functions of 
monitoring, oversight and enforcement. The most formal manifestation of 
accountability mechanisms is regulation, which is typically found in the ur-
ban sector and derives from developed country contexts, often relying on one 
regulatory body (e.g. the Water Services Regulation Authority [Ofwat] in England 
and Wales). The main purpose of regulation is to provide a set of rules, norms, 
monitoring and enforcement processes that ensure service providers meet na-
tionally set guidelines and standards. The regulatory body is also responsible to 
ensure a level playing field for users who may otherwise suffer in a monopolistic 
situation or from price setting between a number of providers (Water Partner-
ship Programme/AfDB, 2009).

Few developing countries have an independent and effective regulatory 
body for urban water utilities, much less for rural services. Nonetheless, as rural 
operators become more professionalised or where local private operators take 
up an increased share of the market, regulation and holding such providers 
to account will be an increasingly important function. As well as establishing 
a regulatory body, regulation itself also entails many actors and processes, 
including sector ministries, asset holders and service authorities, consumer 



 FINDINGS FROM THE COUNTRY STUDIES 95

groups, independent monitoring agents (sometimes contracted in) and the 
operators themselves in cases where elements of self regulation are incorpo-
rated. Norms and standards are largely set through policy and legislation at 
central level, but regulation and oversight also depends upon bye-laws, locally 
let contracts and the relationships between actors working at the district or 
municipality (Water Partnership Programme/AfDB, 2009). Because in the rural 
context these functions are almost always put into place by local actors, regu-
lation and accountability are included as part of the service authority func-
tions in this book.

A key concept when considering accountability in the rural context is the 
differentiation between the so-called ‘short’ and ‘long’ arms of accountability 
(World Bank, 2004b). In this case, the former refers to a direct accountability 
relationship between consumers and service providers, and the latter to the 
mechanisms through which consumers hold public policy makers to account, 
who in turn regulate or hold the service providers to account. However, as 
stated by the World Bank (2004b) water supply services are not solely pro-
vided through market transactions, but through government taking (partial) 
responsibility and, therefore, there should also be a form of indirect account-
ability. In reality these two forms of accountability exist in parallel as they both 
tend to be vulnerable, and the breakdown of part of the relationship can result 
in poor service delivery (World Bank, 2004). A formal regulatory framework is 
one way of improving this type of indirect accountability.

Source: Adapted from World Bank, 2004b
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  Figure 10: The framework of accountability relationships
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A first finding from the study countries is that for CBM of rural water sup-
ply, much emphasis is placed on the establishment of the short arm of direct 
accountability relations between consumers and their respective water com-
mittees, as service providers. This often stems from the typical project cycle 
where, after completion, the entire service delivery responsibility is placed on 
the community: the water committee provides water to consumers who pay a 
tariff to cover costs. Consumers in turn should hold the committee to account 
for service performance. There is ample evidence that this form of account-
ability is very vulnerable: there is a high risk of ending up in a vicious circle 
of poor service delivery, non-payment of tariffs by unhappy consumers and 
an even further deterioration of services. In several cases the CBM approach is 
based on establishing a management entity (the ‘committee’ or ‘board’) which 
is not even recognised under formal water sector policy and, in many cases 
even where it is, these same entities lack any type of legal standing, which 
makes it impossible for them to enter into formal contracts. 

In cases where CBM is legally recognised, one first step in improving ac-
countability is strengthening the direct (or short arm) relationship between 
consumers and providers. This is typically done during project implementa-
tion capacity building where rights and obligations of consumers and service 
provider are highlighted. It is also part of various post-construction support 
mechanisms, where these exist. For example, in Honduras, where the Téc-
nicos de Operación y Mantenimiento (TOMs) (Operation and Maintenance Tech-
nicians) of SANAA and other technicians have recently added a module on 
accountability for their training to water committees. In Colombia, part of 
the package to establish a business culture among rural operators is the devel-
opment of customer relationship mechanisms. In other contexts – including 
rural, small towns and urban water supply – positive experiences have been 
obtained in the use of tools such as citizen score cards, through which consum-
ers can hold service providers to account (Ryan, 2006). However, most of these 
efforts are limited to places where post-construction support mechanisms ex-
ist and which are consistently supported, often with donor funding. 

The studies illustrate a number of different examples of how the indirect 
form of accountability has been established, including regulatory functions, 
even in cases where there are no formal sector regulators in place. The most 
basic mechanism is one where there is general water supply regulation estab-
lished at national level but where local government, as service authority, has 
an oversight and enforcement role. This is, for example, the case in Benin. 
The main disadvantage of this approach is the risk that the service author-
ity might take a reactive position, i.e. it will only check on a service provider 
where a problem arises, so as to avoid incurring expenses on proactive moni-
toring. In many cases, service authorities have limited capacity to monitor 
during the service delivery phase.

Formal contractual agreements between service providers and service au-
thorities (as asset holders) form a second arrangement modality for regula-
tion, in which a contract specifies the services that need to be provided and 
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within which conditions. This allows the service authority to set the local 
rules and conditions through bye-laws and contract clauses, within the con-
text of national frameworks. In theory, where the service provider fails to meet 
the contractual stipulations, it can be held to account by the authority. This type 
of arrangement is found in Uganda and Burkina Faso. In the later case each 
Commune can put in place contracts with its operator(s). In South Africa, 
each WSA should have a service contract with its WSPs. The WSA is regulated 
and monitored by the national DWA (see Figure 7, p84). Whereas this is a 
simple model, there are limitations to its applicability particularly with CBM 
approaches when there may be questions over the legality of the water com-
mittee as a recognised operator. For example, the system relies on direct com-
munication between customers and local authorities, which hold the contract 
so that the former can escalate claims and complaints that cannot be resolved 
locally; however this is not always the case. In South Africa a WSP may have lo-
cal operators in each village where it provides services, but there may be delays 
between the operator and WSP in case of break downs. New and wide-spread 
mobile phone technology is quickly filling this communication gap. 

A third way, and a conceptually different modality, is the establishment 
of independent regulators. In such a case, the regulator sets the ‘rules of the 
game’, but relies on other local entities to carry out monitoring and enforce-
ment tasks over the service providers, including the possible involvement of 
local governments as the service authorities. Three of the studied countries 
have such independent regulators: Colombia, Honduras and Mozambique, 
along with the Maharashtra state in India. The establishment of independent 
regulators finds its roots in regulation for privatised urban service providers, 
particularly in Latin America. And, in fact, many of the initial efforts by these 
regulators have gone into developing regulation and enforcement mecha-
nisms for urban operators. Regulation for rural areas is only now coming into 
the picture. Colombia is probably the most advanced in this. It has estab-
lished both the CRA as a regulatory body and the SSPD as a control body. 
The former sets regulations (for example on tariffs), and the latter carries out the 
control and enforcement of these regulations among operators. This has proved 
to be a challenge for rural areas. First of all, there is the sheer number of 12,000 
CBM service providers, all of which, in theory, would have to be regulated. 
Additionally, the type of regulation is not considered appropriate for rural 
operators by many sector players. For example, CBM operators would need to 
comply with all the same detailed regulations as large urban utilities, many 
of which are not relevant. Furthermore, reporting requirements to the SSPD 
are too onerous for rural operators. Last but not least, in Colombia the approach 
has been considered too punitive, as operators can receive heavy fines in cases of 
non-compliance. Out of fear of fines, many rural operators have opted not to 
establish themselves legally, thus avoiding the regulator. AQUACOL and others 
have engaged in a dialogue with the CRA and SSPD to develop regulation that 
is more appropriate for rural operators. 
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In Honduras ERSAPS is the regulatory body. It has also focused on urban 
areas and intermediate towns. It is only recently focusing on regulation for 
rural areas, and tries to follow a different approach in these areas. ERSAPS 
aims to transfer the oversight responsibility to a local body, called the Local 
Control and Supervision Unit (USCL), composed of local government officials 
and civil society representatives. These bodies would, probably supported by 
a technician, carry out proactive control over rural operators, which would 
have to comply with a more limited set of operational indicators than urban 
operators. The USCLs would also work closely together with the TOMs to pro-
vide post-construction support. However, the establishment of these is still in 
progress, and it is too early to assess them. Plans for regulation for rural areas 
in Mozambique are even more incipient.

In some countries we find partial regulation, with only some parts of 
the service delivery being regulated, or regulation is spread out over differ-
ent agencies and levels of governance. For example, it is common that the 
Ministry of Health is the apex body for issues relating to water quality and 
regulation of supplies. In Thailand this is the case, where the Ministry of 
Health regulates water quality, both by setting standards and carrying out 
spot checks. In the USA a complex system is established in which the EPA 
at national level has ultimate responsibility and defines overall regulation, 
in consultation with State agencies. The local government at county level is 
responsible for enforcing water quality regulation, but also monitors capacity 
of operators (for example through operator certification). The enforcement of 
regulation over tariff setting is split between Water Boards, which are respon-
sible for regulating public and community-managed utilities; and the Public 
State Utility Commission, which regulates private operators. The disadvantage  
of such partial regulation is that it is difficult for the consumers to know where 
to report problems. 

The studies highlight an emerging distinction between regulation of the 
service provider and regulation of the service provided. This distinction is 
relatively new for the rural sector, although it is a commonly accepted part of 
urban regulation.

• Regulation of the service provider. This refers to the monitoring of aspects 
such as technical and administrative capacity, financial management 
and post-construction support. Such regulation is found in the USA. 
Honduras and Colombia have elements of regulation of the provider 
in their approaches. Such systems allow for ‘positive’ regulation, i.e. 
encouraging improvement of the capacity and performance of the 
service provider in cases where they may score poorly on certain criteria. 
This is very strong in some states of the USA where there is a clear link 
between regulation, monitoring and post-construction support, so as 
to gradually improve service provider capacity. This is different from a 
more punitive or negative approach to regulation, where CBM operators 
might be fined when they do not meet certain capacity requirements. 
Such a punitive approach deters many CBM operators from working 
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inside formalised frameworks out of fear of overly onerous regulation. As 
a result they cannot access programmes of support and cheaper capital, 
and they often remain in a cycle of no regulation and continued poor 
performance. 

• Regulation of the service provided. This refers to setting service 
provision standards in terms of, for example, service levels (including 
water quality), tariffs and rates, so that the quality of the service that 
consumers receive is what is regulated – rather than the provider. 

As with regulation of the urban sector, and as rural operators are increas-
ingly professionalised, it will be important to regulate both dimensions of ser-
vice delivery. This implies not only having the regulatory frameworks in place 
nationally, but the capacity to provide oversight and enforcement, whichever 
institutional actor is responsible. The cases show that these are still nascent, 
even in more mature rural sectors as in Honduras, Colombia or South Africa. 
However, some key lessons are already clear:

• There is need for positive regulation. Holding service providers, 
particularly rural community-based operators, to account should not 
only mean having to punish poor performance. This may, in fact, be 
counter-productive. Rather, it should be about strengthening capacity 
of operators in those areas where performance is poor.

• This calls for a strong link between post-construction support and 
monitoring activities. Interventions to strengthen direct accountability 
can be relatively easily included in post-construction support activities.

• As in the urban sector, regulation should ideally focus on the service 
provider as well as on the service provided. The more comprehensive 
this is, the more problems will be detected and/or anticipated. However, 
care should also be taken not to over-regulate, and to gradually build 
‘light’ regulation that is appropriate for rural operators. 

• There is no level in the institutional framework where regulatory functions 
are best placed. However, the monitoring and enforcement roles need 
to be present at the decentralised level because of the large numbers 
of providers involved in rural water supply and the physical challenges 
this brings. This can be achieved by deconcentrating or delegating certain 
functions to local government, or by making local government directly 
responsible for regulation and enforcement.

Monitoring and information management 

Monitoring and information management is defined as the collection of data 
for improvement of planning, implementation and reporting. But, as will have 
become clear from the previous section, monitoring is also closely related to 
regulation in that it can supply the various actors involved in regulation with 
the relevant information to determine whether or not a proper service is be-
ing provided at an appropriate price. Whereas regulation is about setting the 
rules for service provision and enforcing them, monitoring is the instrument 
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that makes it possible. Historically many of the monitoring activities were car-
ried out under development partner funded programmes, whereby individual 
projects implemented as part of a broader package, or area-based programme, 
would be visited over time. With the growing role for government, particu-
larly at the decentralised level, many countries have now established national 
monitoring systems, which in theory collect information on the performance 
of systems on a regular basis. In practice, collection of such data is often done 
by a combination of local government and (deconcentrated) ministry staff, 
and is not always systematic.

In terms of the monitoring function, the cases can be split broadly into two 
groups of countries: those where monitoring largely focuses on implementation 
of systems, and those where it focuses on the service provided.

In most of the least developed countries, where the sector focuses on imple-
mentation, it is no surprise that monitoring is also focused on implementation 
or inputs and outputs (e.g. number of systems constructed and number of peo-
ple served), rather than on the delivery of services or outcomes (e.g. reliability 
and continuity of water services). Where increasing coverage in hardware is 
the key sector driver, monitoring is focused on that and not on the performance 
or sustainability of services, as for example in Mozambique and Ethiopia. But 
it is interesting to note that in both these cases, there is a new drive to improve 
the scope of monitoring, especially in Mozambique where the DNA is working 
closely with the National Statistical Institute, with support from UNICEF, to pilot 
and roll out a more comprehensive system. Monitoring activities would include 
aspects such as status of water points (functionality), frequency of maintenance, 
financial contributions and community participation in O&M. This task may 
lie with local government, so that during construction corrective actions can 
be taken. However, data also flows to national agencies.

Countries where monitoring is more comprehensive and is about monitor-
ing actual service provision include, for example, Honduras and Colombia. 
Notably, in both cases, the responsibility for monitoring doesn’t necessarily lie 
with local government. In Colombia, service providers report directly to the 
SSPD, and in Honduras the task is carried out by the deconcentrated offices of 
SANAA. As part of the Jalanidhi model in the Indian state of Kerala, a system 
for evaluating sustainability was incorporated as part of monitoring efforts. The 
Sustainability Evaluation Exercise was carried out, but only as a once-off exer-
cise to look at water source, institutional, technical and financial parameters 
using participatory methods (World Bank, 2009).

Use of sector information management to improve performance 

Collection of data on system performance and other criteria in and of itself 
is only one step in the process of improving the overall situation. The key 
benefits come through subsequent steps which move from measurement, or 
collection of data, to the analysis of such data and, finally, to performance 
management involving the improvement of sector practices, policies and 
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resource allocation (Thompson, Okuni and Sansom, 2005). Put simply, the effort 
of collecting data through carefully selected indicators is only worthwhile if 
remedial action can be taken to decide how and where to change practices, 
invest resources, provide back-stopping support or look into particular issues 
or trends in more detail. This can happen both at national sector level or at 
lower decentralised levels such as provinces, departments or districts. Only a 
small number of countries have incorporated such performance management 
into the fabric of their national WASH sectors.

Monitoring information from service providers at local level is typically 
channelled upwards and compiled into national level statistics to be used for 
macro-level planning. Information management systems have been set up 
in many cases; for example the District Monitoring and Evaluation (DiMES) 
system in Ghana or the Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) 
of the DDWS, Rajiv Ghandi National Drinking Water Mission in India. The 
development of such systems is also linked to the trend towards joint sector 

Table 9:  Uganda’s eleven golden indicators

Indicator

1. Access: % of people within 1.5 km (rural) and 0.2 km (urban) of an improved water 
source.

2. Functionality: % of improved water sources that are functional at time of spot-check 
(rural). Ratio of the actual hours of water supply to the required hours of supply.

3. Per capita investment cost: Average cost per beneficiary of new water and sanitation 
schemes (US$).

4. Sanitation: % of people with access to improved sanitation.

5. Water quality: % of water samples taken at the point of water collection and waste 
discharge point that comply with national standards.

6. Quantity of water: % increase in cumulative storage capacity of water for production.

7. Equity: Mean Sub-county deviation from the district average in persons per improved 
water point.

8. Handwashing: % of people with access to (and using) hand-washing facilities.

9. Management: % of water points with actively functioning Water and Sanitation 
Committees/Boards.

10. Gender: % of Water User Committees/Water Boards with women holding key 
positions.

11. Water resources management compliance: % of water abstraction and discharge 
permits holders complying with permit conditions (note that data currently refers to 
permit validity only).

Source: MWE/DWD, 2010
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review processes and the production of (annual) reports to assess achievement 
of sector goals, and to prioritise themes and areas of focus.

While almost all countries have some form of monitoring system and da-
tabase at national level, on paper at least, not all function in practice, and 
certainly not all are based on reliable information. One interesting example 
is from Uganda, which includes information on functionality, and is based 
on the so-called eleven ‘golden’ indicators (MWE/DWD, 2010) (see Table 9). 
Information for these indicators is collected by the districts. However, each 
district is free to use the information system as it deems fit. The data is col-
lated, first at regional and then at national level, to arrive at statistics that 
measure progress against the main indicators. Annual targets are set for each 
indicator in such a way that constant improvement in performance is built 
into the monitoring framework. The more comprehensive SIAR is found in 
Honduras. The TOMs input information from visits to the communities into 
this information system, which enables classification according to a range of 
scenarios from well-performing (‘A’ category) to non-functioning and in need 
of major external support to rehabilitate (‘D’ category). A dedicated worksheet 
for each community assists in taking appropriate remedial action for each of 
them. It also allows the analysis of regional and national statistics to be used 
in defining priority intervention areas.

Having a theoretical commitment to collecting data about implementation 
of systems and, in some cases, the delivery of services is one thing; actually 
collecting it in practice (at the designed frequency) is another; and analysing 
and using this information for feedback into improvements and better perfor-
mance is quite yet another. Experience suggests that each step along this chain 
(commitment to monitor; actual monitoring; use of data) is considerably less 
likely to happen at each step. 

Looking again at the Uganda case, by having a national level system that 
reports on a limited number of key indicators, the sector has been able to set 
out league tables with performance targets in each area, and then carry out 
trend analyses over the years to pinpoint key issues or apparent bottlenecks 
across different geographic areas. This, in turn, has led to the commission-
ing of more in-depth studies to investigate the causes of good or poor per-
formance. Having this type of comprehensive data available, and the trends 
and analysis based on historical comparison, has enabled the Ugandan sector 
authorities to take corrective action and to share information, both nation-
ally and at district level, including the links between monitoring sector ex-
penditure (made through condition grants to decentralised government) and 
performance. Information on and analysis of the golden indicators is shared on 
an annual basis through a common Joint Sector Review with a broad group of 
development partners and other stakeholders4. 

It is also true that there are sometimes different, and conflicting, sources of 
data as is the case in Ethiopia, where presently there are often differences be-
tween methodologies and results provided by the woreda-level surveys and those 
provided by the regional or national level. Such disputes in information can 



 FINDINGS FROM THE COUNTRY STUDIES 103

take on a significant political dimension, as was the case in a recent ‘value for 
money’ audit report carried out by the Office of the Auditor General (2009) in 
Uganda. This report disputed the government’s own finding of functional-
ity levels of 55% based on spot check samples of systems, as opposed to the 
level of 82% as stated in the Sector Performance Report of 2008 (MWE/DWD 
2008b). Such differences in interpretation of data can also be explained by the 
differences in perspectives of the entity responsible for gathering data, and the 
use of different benchmarks in sampling or monitoring techniques. 

Whatever the reliability or accuracy of data collected and published nation-
ally, access to this information, especially at lower levels (i.e. sub-national and 
decentralised levels) is often problematic. Even in cases with quite well devel-
oped systems in place such as Honduras, accessibility for non-state actors is 
quite limited. In India the Right to Information Act of 2005 enables access to 
all information collected by state and federal government – at least in theory. 
This is one of the most comprehensive systems available, and the database of 
the Rajiv Ghandi National Drinking Water Mission holds on-line monitoring 
information regarding coverage, progress against targets and budgets (i.e. real 
against planned expenditures), as well as policy and research documentation. 
In practice, not all the information is readily available nor updated5. 

Post-construction support

The importance of post-construction support, particularly for CBM, has been 
highlighted for some time in the literature (Lockwood, 2002; Moriarty and 
Schouten, 2003; Harvey and Reed, 2006; Whittington et al, 2009; RWSN, 
2009), just as it is increasingly being recognised for community-level water re-
sources management (Rivas Hermann, et al., 2010). The notion that once built, 
systems can be simply handed over to communities, and that the systems will 
continue to function more or less indefinitely, is now well and truly de-bunked. 
It is increasingly recognised that some form of post-construction support is an 
integral part of any SDM. Harvey and Reed (2006) go as far as stating that with-
out such post-construction support, CBM is not viable and other alternatives, 
such as self-supply or private sector supply, should be considered. 

The studies show that there is the need to distinguish post-construction 
support provided directly to local service providers (including both CBM en-
tities and the private sector) from the broader capacity support for local gov-
ernment staff and institutions dealing with rural water. This latter form of 
support is qualitatively different; it is focused on the service authorities them-
selves, and is typically provided by central ministries or deconcentrated agen-
cies of such ministries operating at regional or provincial level. Both elements 
of support can play a role in improving the capacity to monitor. In some cases 
information collected as part of the support process can be used for regulatory 
purposes. Table 10 describes a number of more generic aspects of these two 
different forms of support across the country studies. 
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Table 11 shows the different arrangements for both post-construction and 
capacity support across all 13 countries in the study. The details of capac-
ity support are further discussed in the section ‘Learning and sector capacity 
building’, p122. 

It also shows that in all but a very few cases, there are formally mandated 
roles for provision of follow-up to communities. In most cases this role is 
played by local government, as is the case in Uganda, Ghana, South Africa, 
India, Sri Lanka, Colombia and Thailand, which may contract a dedicated en-
trepreneur or agency to carry out these tasks. Despite this formal mandate, 
in most cases post-construction support has generally not been applied sys-
tematically as an integral part of CBM, even when it is a clear requirement 
of sector policy. Largely as a result of poor resourcing, this type of support 
from formally mandated government bodies has been mostly done on an 
ad hoc basis and only when there is a strong demand from the community 
or operator. 

Table 10: Generic characteristics of post-construction and capacity support

Post-construction support to 
communities and other service 
providers

Capacity support arrangements to 
service authorities

Who provides 
the support?

• Mainly local government staff 
from district, Commune or 
municipal authorities

• Associations of local 
government (to achieve 
economies of scale)

• NGOs and charities
• Associations or confederations 

of water committees or water 
user associations

• Central government agencies or 
parastatal entities

• Normally central ministries 
or agencies responsible for 
water, and provided through 
deconcentrated offices 

• Parastatal institutions
• Private sector companies under 

contract
• Large NGOs and charities
• Training and academic 

institutions

Type of 
support 
offered

• Technical back-stopping and 
advice

• Administrative and financial
• Audit of accounts
• Organisational and conflict 

resolution
• Creating linkages with other 

state and private sector 
suppliers

• Water quality monitoring
• Hygiene promotion
• Training and refresher courses
• Information collection and 

collation

• Specialised back-stopping and 
assistance

• Capacity building and training
• Quality control and adherence 

to national norms, standards 
and guidelines 

• Planning and management, 
including financial planning

• Information collection and 
collation for national database 
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Table 11:  Post-construction and capacity support

Country

Post-construction support 
arrangements for community and 
other service providers

Capacity support arrangements to 
service authorities (local government)

Benin Communes are responsible for 
guaranteeing service delivery, but 
often lack the skills and resources 
to provide back-up support to either 
the Water User Association or local 
private operators.

Deconcentrated offices of the Water 
Ministry at departmental level are 
responsible for capacity support. 
Under decentralisation a special 
programme was set up to develop 
local authority capacity in areas 
such as tendering, contracting, 
management and improved 
monitoring in three communes 
within one Department.

Burkina 
Faso

Communes are responsible for 
post-construction support as part 
of their broader mandate as the 
service authority. In reality, capacity 
and resource constraints mean that 
there is limited direct support for 
communities and this is done on an 
ad hoc, demand-driven basis.

Regional level deconcentrated 
offices are supposed to support 
communes, but until very recently 
there has been no representation of 
the Water Department at this level. 
New initiative to bring in engineers 
to fill gap at regional level to provide 
support to communes in a range 
of issues. In addition, there is an 
institute dedicated to training of 
water technicians and professionals. 
Centre Régionale pour l’Eau et 
l’Assainissement à faible coût 
(CREPA), NGOs and universities 
provide ad hoc support through 
coaching and training.

Colombia There is a unit at national level 
providing direct support, but with 
limited reach given the large size of 
the country. There is no overarching 
national strategy for support to CBM 
entities by departmental or local 
government, but some do provide 
such support directly (e.g. in Cali) 
or negotiate with the urban utility 
to do this on their behalf (e.g. in 
Manizales and Medellin). Several 
other examples of support models 
exist; these are much more demand 
driven based on associations or 
groupings of associations, including 
AQUACOL and the National Coffee 
Growers’ Association.

There is no clearly articulated 
national strategy for capacity 
support. Ad hoc and de 
facto support is provided at 
departmental level through some 
large departmental water supply 
programmes such as the Programa 
de Abastecimiento de Agua Rural 
(PAAR) (the Rural Water Supply 
Programme).

Continued      
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Country

Post-construction support 
arrangements for community and 
other service providers

Capacity support arrangements to 
service authorities (local government)

Ethiopia Woreda staff provides direct support 
to WASH committees, but in practice 
have very limited resources; support 
based on ad hoc arrangements, 
mainly on demand basis.

Zonal and regional offices of the 
Ministry of Water are supposed to 
provide support to woreda staff, but 
in practice this is also very ad hoc, 
and sometimes support is provided 
directly to WASH Committees.

Ghana DWSTs made up of district level 
representatives of relevant line 
ministries are supposed to provide 
post-construction support and 
carry out district planning. But, in 
practice, their relations to DAs are 
ambiguous, and they lack operational 
financing. In theory, support is 
provided on a demand basis but, 
in practice, only if there is an 
ongoing project in a district; and the 
means available to the DWSTs are 
too limited to fulfil their function. 
Direct post-construction support to 
rural point sources is provided by 
pump mechanics who are paid by 
communities.

The CWSA had 10 regional offices, 
and staff is mandated to support 
DWSTs with capacity building 
and training. In practice while 
well-resourced in terms of human 
capacity, the regional CWSA offices 
only operate effectively when there 
are projects ongoing in their region to 
which they provide operational and 
logistical support. Also universities 
and various NGOs play a role in 
supporting districts.

Honduras One main government mechanism 
is SANAA, using the circuit rider 
approach. Several other examples 
of post-construction support models 
are more demand driven and based 
on associations or groupings of 
associations, including: AHJASA and 
the AJAMs.

Capacity support to municipalities 
is largely done on an ad hoc or 
project basis, and not as part of a 
sector-wide, systematic programme. 
In addition, municipalities support 
each other and seek capacity through 
association in mancomunidades.

India Support to service providers varies 
from state to state. In Gujarat 
the WASMO programme provides 
post-construction support (including 
monitoring, documenting, capacity 
building, water quality and O&M 
incentives) to the Pani Samitis. 
In Tamil Nadu post-construction 
support is provided by the state level 
Water Supply and Drainage Board 
to the Gram Panchayats, where 
the TWAD is approached to report 
problems.

Capacity building (including 
exposure visits) is carried out for 
community groups on a range of 
issues. The best Gram Panchayat 
in each district are used as Key 
Resource Centres for other Gram 
Panchayats in the district for skills 
development and O&M training. 
There are also block-level ‘mother 
Gram Panchayats’ that are used 
to support Gram Panchayats in 
need (one each in 243 sub-district 
‘blocks’).

Continued

Continued      
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Country

Post-construction support 
arrangements for community and 
other service providers

Capacity support arrangements to 
service authorities (local government)

Mozam- 
bique

No formal system or mandate for 
post-construction support for the 
DAS team. In theory this system 
is demand-responsive (i.e. District 
Water and Sanitation Teams [DWSTs] 
respond to direct requests for help 
from communities), but in practice 
there is very limited capacity for 
follow-up and certainly no funds 
available for direct support.

DPOPH is responsible for the 
capacity support role as well as 
coordination and supply chains, 
but has limited capacity. There is a 
technical training institute providing 
training to local technicians.

South 
Africa

In case the services are provided by 
CBOs; the WSA may contract an SSA 
responsible for post-construction 
support to CBOs. However, as CBM 
is hardly ever chosen as the service 
provision option anymore, this is not 
so relevant. For other WSP options 
there are also direct support options, 
particularly when the WSP is not 
performing adequately.

Provincial (deconcentrated) offices 
of DWA play a technical capacity 
support role to the WSA, providing 
a ‘one stop shop’ covering a range 
of technical, managerial and 
administrative issues to support 
a WSA capacity building plan; it 
is well structured and systematic, 
with dedicated funding to support 
local government.

Sri Lanka Support to communities provided 
by the RWSSCs [1] at district level; 
technical repairs still carried out 
(on demand and payment basis) 
by NWSDB. RWSSU at district 
level provides back-up support to 
Pradeshiya Sabhas.

In NWSDB areas, partner 
organisations are engaged by the 
Board to provide capacity building 
support to community leaders, CBOs 
and local officials. NWSDB also 
provides a regulatory function with 
respect to water quality.
In CWSSP areas, the Umbrella 
Management Unit provides support 
to district level units.

Thailand Post-construction support to village 
water committees provided by local 
government authority or TAOs; 
in other cases TAO is direct and/
or joint operator of systems and 
therefore receives higher-level 
capacity support.

There is capacity support to 
the TAO as service authority by 
different agencies at national and 
regional level, including the DWR 
(provides training, production and 
dissemination of training, handbook 
and guidelines, and technical 
support through 10 regional offices); 
the Department of Groundwater 
Resources (gives technical support) 
and the Department of Local 
Administration (DLA) (supports TAOs 
in budget allocation and overall 
management).

Continued

Continued      
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Country

Post-construction support 
arrangements for community and 
other service providers

Capacity support arrangements to 
service authorities (local government)

Uganda DWO staff mandated to provide back-
stopping to communities. In some 
cases, area-based mechanics are in 
place to serve a number of sub-
districts for regular maintenance and 
to solve minor technical problems; 
more complex repairs are supposed 
to be done by the DWO. In theory 
DWOs have up to 8% of their budget 
for support to communities in O&M, 
but in practice this is not always 
done in a systematic way with staff 
responding to demand for repairs on 
an ad hoc basis.

MWE has deconcentrated 
representation at regional level 
through TSUs which provide support 
to district staff. The TSUs have a 
regular programme of support. But 
with so many districts (and with 
new ones being created all the time) 
this supply-driven approach mainly 
addresses the most under-performing 
districts.

USA Post-construction support and 
technical assistance is provided by 
two principal organisations – RCAP 
and NRWA (a membership-based 
organisation that organises the 
circuit rider programme). Both are 
‘bottom-up’ organisations providing 
support to members, but are equally 
well-linked into government (funding) 
systems both at federal and state 
level. RCAP provides more supply-
driven support, whereas NRWA tends 
to respond more to demand.

Both RCAP and NRWA are supported 
by federal and state funding and also 
receive direct and indirect support 
though a number of academic and 
research centres. These various 
centres, agencies and programmes 
research and develop financial 
planning and asset management 
tools and training materials, and 
provide technical advice and support.

A recent study from Bolivia, Ghana and Peru (Bakalian and Wakeman, 
2009) highlights the fact that, in spite of these weak formal mechanisms, most 
communities were seen to be able to access some form of post-construction 
support on an informal basis, i.e. through wealthy individuals, local politicians 
or simply through self-help. In whichever way communities and operators are 
getting help, this type of demand-driven response by its very nature tends to 
limit the possibility to anticipate problems at an early stage. It therefore becomes 
a responsive mechanism to solve problems after the fact. This is, for example, the 
case in South Africa where support to service providers (whether community-
based or not) follows more of a problem solving route.

There are few exceptions where more structured programmes for post-
construction exist. A notable case includes Honduras which has had a long-
standing programme of support to communities provided through SANAA, 
and based on the TOM circuit rider model developed in, and adapted 
from, the USA. These TOMs regularly visit all water committees in their 
area, and check on the performance of the water supply systems as a basis 

Continued
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for identifying corrective actions. Other countries in Central America have 
similar programmes, such as El Salvador (Kayser, et al., 2010) and previously 
in Nicaragua (Lockwood, 2002). However, this TOM programme now faces 
an uncertain future with the transition of authority to the municipalities for 
support to the communities, and away from central government. 

The USA has two very well-established organisations – RCAP (which grew 
out of six regional NGOs in the 1960s) and NRWA (a membership organi-
sation providing support to community-run water management). Both are 
‘bottom-up’ organisations providing post-construction support to members, 
and both are well linked to government (funding) systems at federal and state 
levels. In Colombia a mixed situation exists, with the entrepreneurial culture 
programme for direct support to communities, surprisingly provided straight 
from the national ministry. This is understandably not very efficient and ef-
fective, given the large size of the country; and this national programme has 
only reached some 10% of all rural operators in its 10 years of existence. There 
are some examples of municipalities providing post-construction support di-
rectly to rural communities (for example, in Cali). An interesting alternative 
is the contracting out of this function by the municipality to the urban util-
ity (for example, in Manizales and Medellin). Technical staff from the utility 
then provides technical support to rural operators in the city surrounds, and 
are paid by the municipality. Such contracted out post-construction support 
by an urban utility to rural areas is also being experimented with in Senegal 
under arrangements with the Senegalese National Water Company. 

In spite of the few programmatic approaches to post-construction, the evi-
dence of their impact is quite positive. For example, the SANAA programme 
of circuit riders has been able to elevate the percentage of water systems in 
Honduras classified as A from 7% when it started in 1986 to 41% in 2007. 
Kayser, et al. (2010) show that rural water supply systems in El Salvador that 
are visited regularly by circuit riders have a higher performance in, for ex-
ample, financial administration and customer relations, and tend to provide 
better quality water than those who go without support. Rivas Hermann, et al. 
(2010) also highlight the importance of ‘third parties’ from outside the com-
munity in mediating in intra-community conflicts, e.g. between domestic and 
irrigation users. 

In the absence of structured government post-construction support and the 
limited responsive capacity of local governments, there have also been post-
construction support mechanisms developed by civil society groups and the 
private sector. Particularly reflected in experiences from Latin America, is the no-
tion that communities can provide mutual self-support through joining togeth-
er in horizontal organisations and, in that way, professionalise and increase 
their capacity. There are well-documented cases from Honduras, including 
the Honduran Association of Water and Sanitation Boards (AHJASA) and the 
Municipal Associations of Water Boards (AJAMs), which provide support to 
member organisations. Through membership fees, the AHJASA can contract 
technicians which operate in a similar fashion as TOMs. In addition, both 
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AHJASA and the various AJAMs can act as mechanisms for rural operators to 
speak with a common voice in their interactions with (local) authorities (see 
also WSP, 2004). AQUACOL in Colombia operates on a similar premise, with 
a difference that their mutual support is on a voluntary basis. AQUACOL also 
fulfils an important role in advocating for the interests of its members with na-
tional agencies such as the regulator. Taken collectively, these experiences above 
all show that communities do have a demand for technical support, and that in 
the absence of government, they can organise it to some extent for themselves.

These examples of post-construction support provided to – and in some cases 
by – communities show the importance of differentiating between cases where  
this is based on supply-driven approaches (such as with the TOMs in Hon-
duras and RCAP in the USA) and demand-driven support (such as in Ghana, 
Burkina Faso and with the associations of CBOs). Both have advantages and 
disadvantages. Supply-driven approaches may not be very welcomed by com-
munities, afraid of potential regulation; but the main advantage is when or-
ganised and funded properly they can pre-empt poor performing systems and 
identify specific factors that may lead to a breakdown in service (i.e. medium-
term maintenance tasks, low financial reserves, etc.). In this sense they represent 
the ideal, beyond a simply reactive demand-driven model of support.

Discussion: authority functions to facilitate service delivery

Adopting an SDA means having systems and capacity in place at the decen-
tralised level to support different management options so that they can con-
tinue to effectively operate, administer and maintain rural water systems. The 
results from the country studies illustrate a spectrum of how these functions 
are understood and provided for in practice. On one end of the spectrum 
there is a situation where many of these functions are still geared towards 
the capital intensive part of the life-cycle, which largely involves increasing 
coverage through delivery of new or rehabilitated hardware and training. In 
this scenario many service authority functions are geared towards immediate 
outputs: planning processes are primarily concerned with new systems, with 
little consideration for the full life-cycle needs of the system, including water 
resource requirements; monitoring is focused on progress in constructing; and 
post-construction support, if considered at all, consists of a few months’ sup-
port after completion of the project. Not surprisingly, this mode of water sup-
ply services provision is most prominent in those countries where coverage is 
low, and the whole sector is geared towards increasing coverage mainly through 
implementation of new systems, for example, in Ethiopia or Mozambique.

The other end of this spectrum includes examples of these service author-
ity functions with a much greater emphasis on service delivery. This is illus-
trated by planning that covers both the implementation of projects, as well as 
support to existing systems; monitoring of not only progress in outputs, but 
of the service provided, and even aspects of the performance of the service 
provider (and, in some cases, a basic form of regulation of rural services); and 
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a greater element of resources dedicated to post-construction support. This 
scenario tends to be the case in countries where coverage figures are reason-
ably high, and where the performance and quality of the service has become a 
concern, rather than simply coverage rates; examples include Colombia, USA, 
South Africa and Thailand. 

Of course, these two scenarios represent extremes of the spectrum, and 
many countries show a mixed picture, with better progress in some areas than 
in others. In almost all cases, the fulfilment of service authority functions is 
hampered by a lack of adequate financing and technically qualified staff. 

In addition, the results show that although many of the service authority 
functions are carried out by local government, in some cases higher level enti-
ties can and do play an important role; for example, water resource planning 
that cuts across a number of local government administrative boundaries is of-
ten taken up by watershed authorities (this is the case with the relatively newly 
established Regional Water Administration bodies in Mozambique). There are 
also examples of ‘re-centralisation’ of certain functions through the manoco-
munidades for example, in Latin America, which share the costs of specialised 
technical inputs, and can reach greater economies of scale than individual 
local government authorities. Other functions require a hierarchical nesting 
of functions: village level intervention cycles that are embedded in strategic 
planning at district level, which in turn forms part of regional or national level 
macro planning. 

The adoption of an SDA requires that functions are clearly defined (whether 
they are carried out at the local government level or not), and that roles are 
allocated to different actors and supported by legal frameworks. In order to im-
prove sustainability, service authority functions should ideally move along the 
spectrum from a focus on construction of systems, towards one of supporting a 
service. Ideally, these functions are mutually aligned and supportive, for example, 
in such a way that monitoring activities can help strategic planning or targeting 
post-construction support. The studies show that local government will, in nearly 
all cases, fulfil many of these roles, but will themselves require support from au-
thorities at higher levels. 

An enabling environment for service authorities

The concept of an ‘enabling environment’ has been recognised for many years 
in the WASH sector. It is mainly concerned with a range of national level 
mechanisms and instruments, including policies, institutional frameworks, 
funding mechanisms and legislation, all of which are necessary to form the 
basic building blocks for service authorities and service providers to fulfil their 
functions. The following section focuses on the processes and structures for 
policy and strategy development, rather than the content, as well as other 
functions of the enabling environment, including financing, learning and sec-
tor capacity building, and harmonisation and alignment. 
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Policy and strategy development

Developing clear policies, legal frameworks and strategies is a basic respon-
sibility which lies with national level stakeholders (or state level in the case 
of federal states). As a more service delivery oriented culture emerges it can 
be expected that such national level policies would be revised to include ele-
ments such as specifying sector targets and indicators, clarification of roles 
and responsibilities in the institutional framework, description of approaches 
for service delivery and financial frameworks. New or modified legislation is 
needed sometimes to support these policy positions as they evolve over time. 

The case studies highlight a number of examples – both positive and 
negative – of the process of policy reform. In view of the challenges faced 
in decentralisation and resistance by previously centralised agencies, a key 
role in promoting reforms is played by both national policy makers and, 
in some cases, donors. One of the most commonly cited success factors 
in the more positive experiences with decentralisation and sector reform 
is the presence of a strong national vision or strategy and catalytic (politi-
cal and bureaucratic) champions. Experiences from Gujarat state in India, 
from Uganda, South Africa and Thailand all show how having such clear 
leadership can accelerate the process of change and support unambiguous 
policies. These findings corroborate the conclusions from an earlier study 
carried out by the World Bank (Davis and Iyer, 2002). The corollary of this 
is that where there is weak or ineffective government leadership, and an 
absence of champions for the rural sector, it is likely that reform processes,  
even with significant funding, may be less effective. The challenge for more 
effective reform processes is therefore one of stimulating better and more vi-
sionary sector leadership.

In some cases external support from donors has helped sector reforms to 
unfold in a systematic way and has provided catalytic financial support for im-
portant pilots and innovation. For example, in South Africa and some states in 
India, such as Gujarat where bi-lateral funding from the Netherlands govern-
ment allowed for the development and expansion of WASMO, which has un-
derpinned a successful wave of decentralisation since 2002 in more than 15,000 
out of a total of 18,000 communities in the state). In Uganda the government’s 
own vision for sector reforms and decentralisation attracted significant bi-later-
al funding from the Swedish, Danish and British governments, and allowed for 
the establishment of the Joint Sector Review process in the early 2000s. It also 
laid the foundation for the subsequent development of the SWAp (SIDA, 2009). 

But in the absence of a strong national vision and clear strategies for the rural 
sector, development partner support can be fragmented and lead to greater 
confusion. In counties as diverse as Ghana, Mozambique and Honduras 
different aspects of the sector reforms have been pulled one way and then 
another by well-intentioned donors who have provided funding which follows 
a particular geographic or thematic focus, but which is characterised by being 
heavily ‘projectised’. For example, in Mozambique there are many large 
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investment programmes (funded by INGOs such as the Aga Khan Foundation 
and CARE, or donors such as the Millennium Challenge Compact) which 
provide support for increasing rural water infrastructure, but which do not 
always invest significantly in or impact on institutional capacity requirements 
at either provincial or district government levels. In the case of Honduras, support 
to municipalities has been addressed in a piecemeal way by a series of donors 
each supporting their own group of local government areas in the absence of 
an over-arching government-led strategy.

One key lesson therefore, is that to affect policy reform and introduce the 
associated ‘nuts and bolts’ that will translate policy into practice (i.e. legis-
lation and bye-laws, appropriate norms and monitoring frameworks), there 
must be an empowered national government to lead reform processes, as well 
as supportive development partners.

Financing sustainable service delivery

To achieve sustainable services, all life-cycle costs, including CapEx, OpEx, 
CapManEx, CoC, ExpDS and ExpIDS, need to be planned for and adequately 
funded (see detailed definitions on p26). This section presents the trends in 
the way these are being funded from the three commonly recognised sources, 
namely: taxes, transfers and tariffs. The mechanisms for funding are in them-
selves an indication of sustainability. If certain funding streams are not sus-
tainable, or if responsibilities for financing are not clearly defined, it is not 
likely they will be covered. 

Capital expenditures (CapEx) – hardware and software

In new (or upgraded) water supply systems capital costs are generally financed 
either through taxes or transfers, i.e. from government’s own resources or 
through transfers from donors (including NGOs). It seems to be almost uni-
versal practice now that consumers in rural areas are expected to make small 
contributions to these costs, either in cash or in kind (labour, provision of 
materials, etc). This principle is in line with the DRA which suggests that com-
munities express their demand for services at least partially through contribu-
tions to the investment costs. 

In reality, the community contribution is in many cases either only a no-
tional sum or is sometimes waived in order to speed up implementation pro-
cesses. In India, as in many countries, political pressure and priorities often 
determine which villages receive new infrastructure. Furthermore, there are 
cases in India where private contractors hi-jack the process by filling in the 
application forms and putting up the required 10% capital cost contribution 
as a loss-leader to win the construction contract (James, 2004). 

The policies in most of the countries recognise that capital expenditure 
investments have both a hardware (i.e. infrastructure) and a software (i.e. 
including the costs of community mobilisation, demand creation and the 
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facilitation of the implementation process) component. In line with that rec-
ognition, there may be rules on how both these components are to be bud-
geted for. For example, in Uganda, a maximum of 12% of the conditional 
grant, which is the funding channelled from central government to local gov-
ernment to spend on water and sanitation, should be dedicated to software ac-
tivities. In spite of this, there are still questions on an appropriate benchmark 
level for software investments (as a percentage of total investments, including 
hardware), so to avoid it becoming a ‘slush fund’ or under-budgeted, which 
may lead to a poor quality intervention process. 

Operation and minor maintenance expenditures (OpEx)

Almost universally, consumers are expected to cover operations and minor 
maintenance costs through regular payment of tariffs or ad hoc contributions 
in cash and kind, if and when these costs arise. And, although this tends to be 
the case in reality, a number of important caveats need to be made. First of all, 
there is often not a clear differentiation between which costs are understood 
to be OpEx and which ones are CapManEx, and hence what consumers are 
expected to pay. For example, when a major breakdown occurs, is the con-
sumer still expected to pay for repairs, or is the government obliged to step in? 
Some countries, including Honduras and India, have developed detailed defi-
nitions of what constitutes minor and major repairs; whereas others have left 
these definitions open to interpretation. In absence of clear definitions there 
may be confusion between consumers, operators and the service authorities 
about who is supposed to maintain the asset, without anyone picking up the bill. 

A second issue is that tariffs are more often than not defined on the basis of 
what is considered feasible by consumers, rather than on calculations of what 
is actually needed to cover the full costs of operation and minor maintenance. 
Only some countries have tariffs systems that allow for cross-subsidies within 
a community, even in rural areas, in which a better-off family pays relatively 
more than the poorer ones through formal tariff rules as, for example, in Co-
lombia. In other cases, such rules may not be formalised, but communities may 
take the liberty to establish such rules. There is less evidence of direct cross-
subsidies between different communities, which instead tends to happen via 
general taxes. An exception is South Africa which has established the Equitable 
Share, a fund to support operational expenditure on water supply paid for out 
of general taxes, so that poorer households do not have to assume such costs.

Capital maintenance expenditure (CapManEx)

It appears that CapManEx is the cost category that is least clearly understood, 
much less planned for in any systematic way. Funds raised from tariffs are 
seldom, if ever, expected to cover asset renewal or large-scale rehabilitation 
costs. As already mentioned above, in some cases a distinction is made 
between minor and major repairs, with the latter then falling outside of what 
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consumers are required to cover. Where such clear definitions do not exist, 
communities tend to rely on relatively ad hoc arrangements to pay for Cap-
ManEx. Even in the USA, communities appear to follow an approach of ‘pick 
and mix’ from the various sources of soft loans and grants available from fed-
eral and state governments. In other countries, communities often wait for a 
major breakdown to occur, and then fall back on local government, the NGO 
which implemented the original project, or donors to cover these much larger 
costs. In many cases, these funds are then not readily available, and the agen-
cy or department approached by the community is not able to respond, lead-
ing to long breakdown times and failed services. One reason for this might be 
the fact that CBOs are hardly ever the formal asset owners, and would expect 
local government, which is the asset owner in many countries, to take care of 
asset renewal. 

Only a few examples were found in the study countries where communi-
ties or service providers try to address large CapManEx in a more structured 
way; one clear example is from Burkina Faso through the ‘mutualisation’6 of 
costs within a broader service area, which includes various communities and 
water systems (see Box 6 for the case of the Association pour le Développement 
des Adductions d’Eau [Association for Water Supply Development]). Another 
example is the CDF model in Ethiopia which started out as a donor-driven 
initiative supported by the Government of Finland, but has since been taken to 
scale in Amhara State. Financing within the CDF is channelled from the Minis-
try of Finance through local micro-credit institutions which then pass on funds 
to communities for investment in their water and sanitation infrastructure. The 
key premise of the CDF is that communities and their respective water and sani-
tation committees are responsible for management of funds, thereby increasing 
the level of oversight over construction processes. Since the CDF introduction in 
two woredas in 2002, the average implementation of water points per woreda has 

In Burkina Faso there is an experience which combines 41 systems in small 
towns and rural villages from 10 different communes into an Association of 
Communes to provide support and pool together resources, based on the con-
cept of ‘mutualisation’. This includes different technical systems and different 
types of communes. It makes use of a revolving fund as systems are at a differ-
ent stage of investment life-cycles. The objective of bringing these systems to-
gether into one service area is to reduce transaction costs or to ensure a private 
operator’s activity is feasible. The main three processes that are integrated and 
‘mutualised’ are: management through a dedicated Management Centre, the 
maintenance process through a contract with a private operator, and the Service 
Control by contracting an accounting company for audits.

Source: based on Zoungrana, 2011 

  Box 6: Shared managment based on ‘mutualisation’ of costs in a broader
service area in Burkina Faso
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increased from an average of 25 per year to an average of 54.6 in 2005 in 10 
woredas. This is translated into the ability to serve 215,000 new users every year, 
keeping up with population growth.

In absence of structured planning to cover these costs by communities, (lo-
cal) governments sometimes set aside part of their budgets for CapManEx. For ex-
ample, in Uganda, up to a maximum of 8% of the conditional grant that local 
governments have for water supply can be dedicated to CapManEx. However, 
it is uncommon to find such service authorities that have any type of asset 
management plan for rural water infrastructure where these types of expendi-
tures are planned and budgeted for. 

The complexity of planning and budgeting for CapManEx is not unique 
to rural water supply in developing countries. In Europe it also took a long 
time before asset renewal and replacement was addressed in a structured way. 
In his historical overview of water services development in Europe, Barraqué 
(2009) argues that only in the 1950s did water supply become ‘a mature busi-
ness’, and only then started to face the challenge of ageing infrastructure and 
asset renewal. Before the 1950s this was largely done with public subsidies 
from national and, above all, local authorities, as part of efforts to universalise 
access to services. After the 1950s such subsidies became scarcer, and other 
ways to account for asset renewal and depreciation were needed. Three main 
approaches to meeting CapManEx and asset renewal costs were identified:

• Concentration of utilities at supra-local level. This would be done, for 
example, through the merger of various small, local operators to cover a 
much larger service area, with infrastructure of different ages and types, 
which would allow for the type of pooling and achieving of economies 
of scale as seen in Burkina Faso.

• Cross-subsidies via earmarked funds. These are generally cross subsidies 
from urban to rural users, often via general taxes. France is a case where 
such urban-rural solidarity has been applied (Pezon, 2009). 

• Bundling water with sewerage and other utility services, such as gas or 
electricity. This allows for economies of scale and professionalisation.

Another key finding to note from this study from Europe is that that charg-
ing contributions to capital renewal in Europe didn’t start until everyone had 
a decent quality of service. Even in the USA currently only 51% of the costs for 
CapManEx and improvement are met from consumer tariffs (Pearson, 2007). 
This highlights some important lessons for many developing countries today: 
first of all, it not realistic to expect that communities alone can cover Cap-
ManEx costs. This is already reflected in reality, where often the bill is passed 
on to external agencies, either government or otherwise, or is simply not cov-
ered at all. This is not to say that users cannot contribute to CapManEx at all, 
but full payment of these costs is highly unlikely. 

Secondly, it shows that in order to plan and budget for CapManEx a cer-
tain level of scale is needed. When these types of costs are incurred they tend  
to be usually ‘heavy and lumpy’ (Barraqué, 2009), representing a peak in ex-
penditure that many service providers simply cannot afford to meet in one go. 
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By considering other units of scale, cost-averaging and cross-subsidy mecha-
nisms, better financial planning can be done to manage assets in a more effi-
cient and effective way. The almost total lack of evidence from the case studies 
shows that at present, meeting CapManEx is not even on the agenda in most 
countries, meaning that assets will continue to deteriorate. 

Expenditure on direct and indirect support costs (ExpDS and ExpIDS)

The final cost category is ExpDS and ExpIDS. ExpIDS costs are in theory covered 
out of taxes, i.e. the revenue of the state. However, in many aid-dependent 
contexts these costs are also funded directly or indirectly through donors. For 
example, in Ghana, the CWSA charges a management fee from project funds 
from some donor projects. In the absence of this support, government funding 
in poorer countries is typically sufficient only to meet recurrent costs such as 
salaries; operational costs such as fuel, vehicles, computers etc., are seldom 
properly financed. For example, in countries like Ghana and Honduras, 
mention is made of the donor contribution to national reform processes and 
the establishment of national institutions. More interesting is the payment 
of ExpDS. As discussed in the section on post-construction support, on p103, 
post-construction support is a crucial element contributing to sustainability of 
rural water supply services. And yet, obviously such post-construction support 
comes at a cost as well, and adequate funding mechanisms are needed to cover 
those costs. 

The studies show that consumers may contribute to ExpDS in a minority 
of cases (for example through membership fees of AHJASA in Honduras or 
AQUACOL in Colombia, or the payment of a nominal fee for a visit by the 
circuit rider in the USA). But even in those cases, the ExpDS is largely sub-
sidised either through government transfers or donor grants. In most other 
cases where structured post-construction support mechanisms exist, such 
as the TSUs in Uganda or the TOMs in Honduras, these are funded through 
transfers. Because of the aid-dependency of the sector these cases of ExpDS 
have, in effect, been paid for by donors anyway, even though central govern-
ment may have transferred funds internally. In the case of Honduras, USAID 
is withdrawing from the water sector, and the post-construction mechanism 
has come under pressure as the government does not have the funds to meet 
the full costs of supporting this programme.

One of the explanations for the lack of structured funding for post-con-
struction costs is the fact that very few figures – even estimates – exist on 
what it actually costs or what would be an acceptable benchmark for the 
costs of an adequate level of support. Among the few sources of information 
that exist is the work by Gibson (2010), who reports amounts of between 
16.42 and 41.53 US$ per person per year for ExpDS in two district munici-
palities in South Africa. Also, the study in Colombia attempted to gain 
insights into the costs of the different post-construction activities, and it im-
mediately became clear that the costs of these programmes vary by orders of 
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magnitude, not least because the type of post-construction support provided  
is always situation specific. Just as the costs of providing a higher level of water 
service are higher than for a basic level, the costs of a comprehensive post-con-
struction support package are higher than for once-off visits (see Table 12 with 
data from Colombia). Post-construction support cost is not cheap. As Gibson 
(2010) discusses from a comparative study in South Africa, the costs, particu-
larly of travel and professional staff who can provide such support, is signifi-
cant, and is much more than previously assumed. 

These findings show that a gap exists in terms of the clarity of funding of 
two cost categories, namely large CapManEx and renewal costs and ExpDS, 
such as those that enable post-construction support for CBM, or small-scale 
private operators. To a certain extent this is understandable as these are the 
type of cost categories that conventionally planners and programme designers 
do not consider since they go beyond the timeframe and geographical reaches 

Table 12:  Comparison of costs of post-construction support in Colombia 

Post-construction 
support experience Type of support provided Costs 

Programa cultura 
empresarial

Comprehensive package of 
support by national MAVDT to 
modernise and professionalise 
service provider

On average US$17,500 per 
service provider as once-off 
investment

AQUACOL Horizontal learning and 
exchange between  
community-based service 
providers

Membership fee of between 
US$108 and US$324 per 
service provider per year to 
cover technical assistance costs

Comité de 
Cafeteros

Regular support visits by 
National Coffee Growers 
Association to systems of its 
members, and support  
in O&M, billing and tariff 
collection

US$836 per service provider 
per year

Programa de 
Abastecimiento de 
Agua Rural 

Social mobilisation, 
establishment and training of 
the service provider as part of 
construction, rehabilitation and 
extension of systems

Between US$14,000 and 
US$28,000 per service provider 
as once-off investment

Agua de Manizales Urban utility providing 
capacity training and technical 
assistance to surrounding rural 
schemes

Not quantified by the urban 
utility as it ‘merely’ concerns 
utility staff time

Aguas Manantiales 
de Pácora

Technical assistance by urban 
utility to surrounding rural 
schemes, on request basis

Not quantified as it is a 
‘voluntary’ service by the utility 
to the surrounding villages

Source: Rojas, et al., 2011
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of a ‘project’. This lies at the heart of the failings of a ‘project-based’ approach, 
and this lack of attention to CapManEx, ExpDS and ExpIDS are only recently 
entering the debate on the sustainability of rural water supply (see, for ex-
ample, Fonseca, 2011a). 

In this respect, much can be learnt from the urban water utility sector. Of-
wat defines ‘capital maintenance’ as ‘how companies are required to maintain 
the operating capability of their asset systems to ensure continuity of service 
for current and future customers’ (Ofwat, 2005). Most utilities have some kind 
of asset management plan, in which account is made for replacement of dif-
ferent assets (equipment, installations, etc.) with different depreciation times. 
Such asset management plans are not common in rural water supply at the 
level of the service provider, or at the level of the service authority (which in 
many cases is the actual asset holder), or even at national level. Moving to-
wards more sustainable service delivery requires similar kinds of plans which 
are also adequately budgeted for, at different levels, beyond the project cycle 
only. 

The covering of these kinds of costs cannot easily be done under a project 
or programme approach, but requires sector funding, where finances from 
different streams can be pooled. In some of the countries that are highly aid-
dependent, in fact, there is a trend towards sector budgets7, and sector budget 
support by donors, as part of a SWAp, including in Benin, Uganda and South 
Africa. Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana and Mozambique are all moving to-
wards a SWAp as well. This is of crucial importance to start addressing large 
CapManEx and renewal costs and ExpDS. Further details of these SWAps are 
provided in the section ‘Aid effectiveness’, p128.

Size of funding flows

In addition to the types of cost categories that are being met (or not), it is also 
important to understand whether the size of the funding flows is adequate 
to cover these costs. In spite of attempts to do so, the study failed to obtain a 
comprehensive overview and comparison of the size of financial flows in rural 
water supply in the 13 countries. The reasons for the lack of comparative data 
on sector investments are manifold: 

• First of all, there is no uniformity in the definition and use of cost 
categories in sector budgets of expenditure overviews. South Africa, 
for example, produces an overview of sector investments, clearly 
differentiating between CapEx investments and operational costs (which 
lumps together OpEx and CapManEx), and hence also adds investments 
by users through tariffs to the sector balance sheets. Most other countries 
limit overviews of sector investments to capital investment data only, 
such as for example in Benin.

• Secondly, the definition of what is included in the ‘water sector’ differs 
from case to case: some countries disaggregate information between the 
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rural and urban sub-sectors, or between water supply and sanitation, 
whereas others do not. That makes comparison from one country to 
another difficult.

• Thirdly, there is still a general lack of benchmarks for unit costs of water 
supply. As discussed in more detail in Fonseca (2011b), unit costs have 
only recently come on the agenda of the water sector as part of studies 
to assess whether current funding flows are adequate to meet the MDGs. 
As a result, recent studies have started developing this data, but most of 
it only refers to CapEx and more minor O&M costs. Without insights 
into unit costs of services in the different stages of the life-cycle these 
cannot be aggregated at sector level, and there is still insufficient data 
to understand the adequacy of sector finance towards sustainable water 
services. Of the study countries, to our knowledge, only Ghana and 
Uganda have completed studies into unit costs (KA Associates, 1999; 

Every year, the Ministry of Water and Environment produces a joint sector per-
formance report for the water sector in Uganda. One of the chapters is dedi-
cated to sector investments. As many of the major donors in the country put 
their sector funds through a SWAp, alongside government funds, it is relatively 
simple to obtain an insight into how much funds come from these two sources 
of funding.

The report from 2010 indicates that, of the on-budget resources allocated to the 
sector in the Financial Year (FY) 2009/10, the equivalent of US$52.8 million 
(53.1%) came from the Government of Uganda – a figure which includes grants 
and loans from development partners that have embraced and are operating un-
der the preferred basket funding mechanism – while US$47.1 million (46.9%) 
came from development partners outside the basket funding arrangement. 

Out of this, US$30.8 million was destined for Rural Water Supply and Sanita-
tion. Some 76% of this budget was allocated to the District Water and Sani-
tation Development Conditional Grant (DWSDCG). The DWSCG Guidelines for 
2009/10 required districts to allocate the grant as follows:

• Office operations – guide 5% (actual 10%)
• Software activities – guide 11% (actual 9%)
• Water supply – guide 70% (actual 72%)
• Sanitation (hardware) – guide 6% (actual 2%)
• Rehabilitation – guide 8% (actual 6%)

UWASNET tries to compile similar information from the NGOs who are members 
of UWASNET. Despite some difficulties in this, e.g. on definitions on which cost 
categories are included or not, this at least gives an indicative figure. Private 
and household investments in water supply are not tracked in this report.

Source: MWE/DWD, 2010

  Box 7: Tracking sector investments in the joint performance report in Uganda
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MWE/DWD, 2008a), albeit that these focused on CapEX and more 
minor O&M costs (CapEx and OpEx) only. The current WASHCost 
project (Moriarty et al., 2010b) is looking into the other types of life-
cycle costs.

• Last but not least, in most countries there are many actors investing in the 
sector: national and decentralised authorities, donors, NGOs, utilities, 
private sector and consumers themselves. Tracking and compiling such 
information on a continuous basis in a comprehensive format is simply 
not an easy task, even though some countries, such as Uganda, are 
putting in effort to do so (see Box 7). In the USA there is a myriad of 
sources of funding for both CapEX and large-scale CapManEx, but there is 
no single overview that brings all of these together. At the level of donors, 
according to the WHO (2010a), it is relatively easy to track government 
and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
donor investment, but the amounts being invested by non-OECD donors, 
the private sector or NGOs, and the amount spent directly by households 
are less well known and, for these reasons, are typically excluded from 
country investment overviews. 

In spite of the complexity of getting accurate data, a first, and probably not 
surprising, finding is that the least developed countries are highly aid depen-
dent. Table 13 provides an overview for those countries, for which some data 
is published, of donor aid (grants) as percentage of expenditure on water and 
sanitation. All caveats mentioned above apply, such as the definition of what 
is included in these figures, so the figures should not be used for comparison 
across countries. Rather, they illustrate the extreme levels of aid dependency 
in the WASH sector in the cohort of least developed countries. Under such 
conditions it is extremely important to achieve some form of harmonisation 
of donor efforts. 

Table 13:  Donor dependency in the water and sanitation sector in selected study countries

Country Donor aid as % of sector expenditure on water and sanitation

Burkina Faso 89A

Mozambique 87B

Benin 76C

Ethiopia 49D

Honduras 21E

Sources: A Zoungrana, 2011
 B WHO, 2010a
 C MEE, 2010
 D Chaka, et al., 2011
 E Serrano, 2007
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Secondly, estimates indicate that current investment levels are far below 
what is needed to achieve targets for both CapEx and CapManEx require-
ments for rural water supply. Examples are numerous. In Honduras, a study 
on financial flows in the sector revealed that the indicative funding flows are 
orders of magnitude lower than what would be needed to achieve the MDGs. 
The same is echoed in the GLAAS report (WHO, 2010a) where 35 of 37 coun-
tries report that financial flows are insufficient to achieve the MDG target for 
sanitation and water. 

In order to plan for future investments there is need for having an overview, 
even if it were approximate, of all sector expenditures and their break down ac-
cording to cost categories, especially to order to avoid major maintenance and 
replacement backlogs. In South Africa funding has been made available to ad-
dress the backlogs in capital investments, and coverage figures for rural water 
supply have increased dramatically. However, there is an increasing need for ade-
quate financing of the maintenance backlog. According to projections by Hutton 
and Bartram (2008), maintenance and replacement (i.e. OpEx and CapManEx) 
of existing water supply and sanitation infrastructure would make up 74% of 
all financial needs to reach the MDGs. Yet, many national governments and 
development partners continue to favour investing in new infrastructure only. 
Data from eight major donor agencies shows that 64% of their aid to drinking 
water and sanitation is disbursed for new services, and only 13% to maintain-
ing or replacing existing services (WHO, 2010a). Even in the USA it is estimated 
that 1.3 trillion US$ is needed over 20 years to address capital maintenance 
backlogs, an amount that is well above the estimates of what is currently avail-
able. In Europe there are also increasing concerns about the escalating costs of 
asset renewal, and the way to provide for these (Barraqué, 2009). 

Learning and sector capacity building

A second function of the enabling environment includes learning and capacity 
building, which can further be broken down into capacity support to 
decentralised levels and, secondly, support to establishment of sector learning 
mechanisms at the national level. 

Capacity support to decentralised level

As discussed in service authority functions (page 110), capacity support is 
understood as the support to service authorities, mostly provided by agencies 
from the national level, or through deconcentrated offices at provincial or 
regional level. A good example of these are the TSUs of the MWE in Uganda 
(see Box 8). A similar type of support mechanism is just being set up in 
Burkina Faso through a new programme to establish regional centres to 
support communes. As well as in Uganda, there are relatively well-established 
capacity support programmes in Ghana, Benin and Sri Lanka. 
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As part of government’s responsibility and commitment towards deepening 
decentralisation, the Directorate of Water Development (DWD) established regional 
TSUs in 2002 to build capacity and to provide backstopping support to District 
Local Governments to be able fulfil their new roles and responsibilities in the 
provision and management of sustainable water supply and sanitation. The TSUs 
were set up as a transitional arrangement to raise capacity of districts to manage 
the conditional grants under the District Water Supply and Sanitation Programme 
(institutional development) as well as build capacity of service providers for 
improved service delivery (skills development). 

TSUs therefore provide support to districts on a demand-driven basis. The TSUs 
are a temporary support measure and will be phased out as the local government 
capacity increases. The origin of TSUs in Uganda can be traced from the broader 
changes that have taken place in the sector and include decentralisation of rural 
water supply to districts, consequently changing the role of the centre from 
direct implementation to policy development, providing support, monitoring, and 
regulation. 

There are eight TSUs (based on the same number of water catchment zones 
in Uganda), each with staff that includes a Water and Sanitation Specialist, a 
Community Development Specialist and a Public Health Specialist. Each of these 
TSUs is headed by a Focal Point Officer or Coordinator. The main areas of support 
provided by the TSU staff include four core components:

1. Planning and management, including implementation of national policies and 
strategies, development of plans and development and use of a Management 
Information System.

2. Quality assurance, including compliance with national policies and guidelines, 
management of the tendering and procurement process and supervision of 
private sector and NGO/CBO to ensure value for money.

3. Capacity building and inter-district cooperation, including conducting self-
assessment and identification of capacity gaps, development of capacity-
building strategies, implementation of training activities, promotion of NGOs/
CBOs and private sector participation, and promotion of sector coordination 
and inter-district learning.

4. Specialised technical assistance, including promotion of appropriate 
technologies, gender mainstreaming and facilitation of capacity building 
workshops. 

Methods used in providing capacity building include training in classroom/
workshop setting, consultative meetings, on-the-job training and demonstrations, 
provision and interpretation of guidelines, development and provision of formats, 
quality assurance of plans, budgets and reports.

Source: Nimanya et al., 2011

  Box 8: Uganda’s technical support units (TSUs)

In South Africa the deconcentrated offices of DWA have set up so-called 
‘one stop shops’ to ensure access to specialist expertise to assist the WSA in 
meeting key performance targets. There is a structured cycle to plan for sup-
port interventions, as shown in Figure 11. 
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In Honduras, in spite of having some very well developed models of post-
construction support to communities, the support offered to municipalities 
is fragmented, and happens on the basis of project funding. In practice this 
means that some municipalities are supported by one project, others by a 
second, and yet many more do not receive any capacity support at all. Just 
as communities come together to share capacity, in Honduras municipalities 
also sometimes join forces through mancomunidades. This approach, which 
is also followed in other countries in the region (such as Bolivia), allows the 
mancomunidades to contract specific expertise such as engineering which they 
otherwise could not afford alone. In addition, they carry out joint planning and 
implementation by pooling funds. 

Whereas the cases above refer more to on-the-job support, some countries 
also have more formal learning and training programmes. These are provided 

Source: de la Harpe, 2011b

National Support 
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  Figure 11: Process for support to WSAs in South Africa



 FINDINGS FROM THE COUNTRY STUDIES 125

by a range of institutions and training centres, linked to either government 
structures, universities or civil society resource centres. These include, for ex-
ample, CREPA in Burkina Faso; WES-Net (Water and Environmental Sanita-
tion Network), a network of resource centres as platforms for learning and 
new knowledge for state level officials in India); and CINARA in Colombia, a 
research and development institute based at the University of Valle. 

Despite these examples of capacity support – either through on-the-job train-
ing or through resources centres – in most of the country cases studies there are 
still deep and chronic problems with capacity at decentralised level. Much of 
this is not even specific to the water supply sector; put simply, there are chron-
ic capacity problems across all areas of local government in many countries. 
Many local governments struggle to even carry out basic governance functions 
(tendering, planning, procurement, monitoring, etc.). This is one of the reasons 
for the low levels of trust or confidence in local government, which may stall 
decentralisation efforts even more. Hence, the growing recognition of need to 
link capacity building efforts in the water sector to broader public sector capacity 
development. The distinction between specific capacity building for the (rural) 
water sector and broader efforts to improve capacity is highlighted in Ethiopia 
where there is a Public Sector Capacity Building Programme managed by the 
Capacity Building Bureau of central government, but it is weak on water issues 
with few links to the sector.

Learning mechanisms at national level 

In most of the study countries there are established learning and coordination 
platforms at national level, both between donors and between government, do-
nors and NGOs, often with working sub-groups addressing specific sector issues. 
Although such mechanisms have emerged in different ways and with different 
drivers, two main categories can be identified. 

Firstly, there are those mechanisms that are led, or dominated by govern-
ment and form part of the formal sector learning. For example in Uganda 
there is the Water and Sanitation Sub-Sector Working Group, which itself has 
two permanent so-called ‘sub-sub-sector’ working groups: one for Water for 
Production and one for Sanitation. A number of further temporary sub-groups 
have been established that are mandated to investigate and promote inno-
vation in key thematic areas such as financing, sanitation and technology.  
In Mozambique the water and sanitation group (Grupo de Água e Saneamento) 
of the DNA is a good platform for sharing and coordination, and this model 
is starting to be pushed out to provincial level, bringing together government, 
NGOs, development partners and academia. 

In part linked to the emergence and growing capacity of such platforms 
is the trend to develop joint sector reviews. These have been adopted in a 
number of countries, with Uganda being one of the earliest cases, and seek 
to define progress against a limited set of commonly agreed upon sector per-
formance indicators, which are recognised by government and development 
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partners. This process allows for greater efficiencies in reporting, lessens the 
burden on government, and provides a greater focus on a particular aspect of 
performance; for example in Uganda, a sub-group was set up to look into the 
functionality of systems after this was flagged as a critical issue in the 2008 
Joint Sector Review. It is interesting to note that such joint sector review pro-
cesses have emerged mainly in the more aid dependent countries, including 
Ethiopia, Mozambique and Ghana, amongst others, driven by the need for 
better donor coordination and harmonisation. 

The second broad group of learning mechanisms are those that have 
emerged from, and are driven largely by, civil society. However, given their re-
lated mandates for advocacy, these are not always mutually exclusive from 
government bodies. Examples include UWASNET in Uganda, which provides 
both coordination and learning functions to its member organisations, com-
posed of a range of NGOs from very small local organisations to the largest 
international NGOs. In Ethiopia the Water and Sanitation Forum is a national 
platform engaging civil society. It is hosted by the consortium Christian Relief 
and Development Association, and is involved in capacity building, policy ad-
vocacy, and sharing information with its members, including dissemination 
and support to the new One WASH monitoring and evaluation system. Apart 
from government, in India there is WESNET India and Solution Exchange, both 
of which are Delhi-based and offer fairly effective platforms for sharing of ex-
periences and information flows. A third entity is India Water Portal based in 

Red de Agua y Saneamiento de Honduras (RASHON) is a national network con-
sisting of government, NGOs and donor members working on issues of water sup-
ply and sanitation in Honduras. Formed in 1990 in part as a reaction to the real 
need for coordination of water and sanitation initiatives, RASHON has three core 
strategies: 1) the promotion of information management and dissemination of 
good practices; 2) advocacy for improved investments in the sector; and 3) insti-
tutional strengthening of stakeholders at all levels.

Various thematic working groups have been established as part of its knowledge 
management initiative. One of these is dedicated to the theme of sustainability. 
It has evolved over the years to become a respected network in the water and 
sanitation sector in Honduras and through this role has contributed to the re-
form and modernisation process in recent years. 

RASHON benefits by not only counting NGOs in its membership – both small 
and large – but by the active participation of the main government ministry 
(SANAA), the sector policy agency (CONASA) and the national social investment 
fund (FHIS), all of which help to make it a very broad platform for the sector 
and increase legitimacy.

Source: López, 2011

  Box 9: The Honduran network for water and sanitation, RASHON
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Bangalore. Some of the platforms have actually tried to close the gap between 
government and civil society such as RASHON in Honduras (see Box 9). 

Technology development and management

A specific area of relevance for learning relates to the management of tech-
nology options that are available in a country. This includes technological 
innovation, often captured under various names such as appropriate technol-
ogy and low-cost technology, around which there is a wide body of literature. 
But it also entails the capacity of a sector to analyse which technologies are 
considered more or less sustainable in their context, how innovations which 
may improve sustainability are taken up, and how to manage supply chains 
for these technologies. 

In general terms across the case studies it is evident that conventional com-
munal technologies (such as boreholes with handpumps or small-piped sys-
tems) are generally well known and standardised. Examples are the cases of 
both India and Thailand, where technical guidelines and costings are pro-
vided for a range of different options and sizes of systems. These are used 
to improve transparency in tendering and construction processes. Also many 
countries have gone ahead in standardising handpumps, such as Mozam-
bique.

This is particularly important in countries where handpumps are the pre-
dominant technology, as supply chains for spare parts for handpumps are 
notoriously fraught with problems. The reports from Mozambique, Ethio-
pia, Burkina Faso, Benin, Ghana and Uganda all highlighted the difficul-
ties in accessibility of spare parts and setting up sustainable supply chains. A 
range of supply chain modalities have been tried in these countries – these 
include making stocks available at regional or district government offices, 
promoting local private suppliers to equip water committees with a start-
up stock, and PPPs. They have all had mixed levels of success. Reasons for 
failure included the fact that in many countries markets for spare parts 
were often too small and profits were too small for the local private sector 
to step in, while the public sector based initiatives often had too limited re-
sources, were too spread out and were not sustainable for the government 
agencies involved. Oyo (2006), in his review of lessons on supply chains for 
spare parts for handpumps from 25 studies in 15 countries, concludes that 
there is not one single approach to spare part supply chain management  
that works best. Depending on the context, either public, private or mixed 
initiatives work best. And, as reported in our cases, even then it may work 
sub-optimally. What is important is that supply-chain management should 
exist at sector level, which entails, for example, standardisation so as to reduce 
the fragmentation of the market and making spare parts supply economically 
viable for suppliers, and also managing processes of piloting different supply 
chain management models. This is also echoed and elaborated upon in more 
detail in Harvey and Reed (2004). 
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Supply chains are reported in our cases as being less of an issue in countries 
where piped water systems are the main technology option. In Sri Lanka, 
for example, it is reported that most spare parts for piped systems are readily 
available in local hardware stores. In Honduras the only problem experienced 
is in chlorine used in surface water-fed piped systems. It is often expensive for 
individual CBOs to procure and store chlorine. Associations of community-
based providers sometimes step in by establishing a regional chlorine bank 
where members can buy chlorine for reduced prices due to bulk procurement.

The cases also show that there might be a flip side to standardisation, as it 
can become a limitation to innovation. Countries such as Mozambique had, 
until very recently, extremely stringent rules on handpump design. This lim-
ited the introduction and innovation of new handpump options. The earlier 
mentioned sector platforms can provide the space within which to introduce 
and trial new options, and in which other sector players can carry out reviews 
of innovations. A similar experience exists with the WASH Cluster in Zimba-
bwe (Makoni, et al., 2007). 

Aid effectiveness: harmonisation and alignment 

A further trend affecting rural water supply has been the drive towards ad-
dressing aid effectiveness. As shown in Table 13 (p121), in some of the least 
developed countries aid represents a very high percentage of total WASH sec-
tor investments. Even in some lower middle income countries, aid still rep-
resents a significant percentage of sector investments, as echoed in the GLAAS 
report (WHO, 2010a). This situation is reinforced for the rural sub-sector, which 
tends to receive more support from external donor assistance than the urban 
water sector, which relies more heavily on public investment (Hall and Lobina, 
2010). It is therefore not surprising that the rural water supply sector has reflected 
the main thinking and approaches towards aid delivery over its history.

The predominant modality used by development partners until about 
the mid 1990s was based largely on project and area-based programme ap-
proaches, often working in large geographical areas (such as a province) to 
increase coverage. In some cases these programmes were able to develop con-
sistent and high-quality intervention methodologies such as, for example, 
the Rural Water and Sanitation (RUWASA) programme in Uganda. Although 
these approaches allowed for a stronger role for local government, there are 
many limitations to this approach identified in the aid effectiveness debate. 
Programmes often had stand-alone implementation units independent from 
government and its systems, which did not contribute to the building of gov-
ernment capacity for programme implementation.

From the early 2000s the debate on aid effectiveness was revived by con-
tinued concerns on issues such as high transaction costs, fragmentation and 
concentration of aid effort between ‘donor darlings’ and ‘donor orphans’, fail-
ure to use national systems for managing aid, and the limitations of the aid 
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architecture, where aid conditionality was seen to reduce country ownership 
and effective results (de la Harpe, 2011a). 

These concerns have culminated in a series of political agreements on the 
aid architecture in an attempt to adopt common frameworks and indicators 
to improve effectiveness, most notably the Paris Agreement of 2005 and the 
Accra Agenda for Action of 2008 (OECD, 2008a). 

The experiences from the case study countries show – particularly for Af-
rica, where the most aid dependent countries are located – the manifestations 
of the Paris Declaration and Accra Agenda through different mechanisms and 
approaches towards improved aid effectiveness in the WASH sector. These in-
clude mechanisms such as the establishment of SWAps, alignment by pooling 
of funding and in some cases direct budgetary support to regular ministry 
accounts. Uganda, Benin and South Africa are the only three countries in 
the case studies which have formally adopted a SWAp mechanism to date. 

Advantages of taking a harmonised approach: 

• Reducing reporting requirements, important in a context of limited capacity 

• More effective monitoring using common indicators and a consistent base-
line, enabling better measurement of progress 

• Funds will be utilised more effectively and unit costs of providing the ser-
vices will be more efficient

• Standardisation will simplify implementation 

• Pooling funds will streamline decision making 

• Better access to information with one monitoring and evaluation system in 
place

• Reduced transaction costs 

• More clarity on who is doing what and where based around a single plan

• Strengthened role of NGOs where their contribution to the sector is more 
apparent and creating opportunities to participate in national dialogue and 
influence policy processes for pro-poor outcomes

Requirements to make the transformation to a harmonised approach: 

• Strong leadership

• Positive attitudes

• Commitment by all 

• Strengthened capacities at woreda and kebele levels

• WASH forums for learning and information sharing mechanisms

• Partnership between government, donors, NGOs and private sector

• Strengthened integration and coordination mechanisms

• Baseline information collection and documentation

Source: Chaka, et al., 2011

  Box 10: Interview results from Ethiopia on the National One WASH Pro-
gramme
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However, it is interesting to note that some form of SWAp or common frame-
work for development assistance is also being set up in Ethiopia, Mozambique 
and Ghana. 

In Mozambique there is a rural SWAp under preparation which will establish 
a coordinating secretary to set up platforms at national and provincial level; 
most donors already communicate amongst themselves through a well-estab-
lished roundtable and troika leadership model. All donors have now signed a 
code of conduct for operating within SWAp towards financing (except USAID, 
the Millennium Challenge Corporation and Japan), and there is an in princi-
ple agreement to set up a common donor fund. In Ethiopia a sector harmoni-
sation programme known as ‘One WASH’ started in 2006. It has widespread 
commitment, and is now gathering momentum. The focus of this harmoni-
sation drive is on going to scale, and sets very ambitious coverage targets. 
There is the danger that this drive for achieving scale is not addressing critical 
aspects of sustainable service delivery. The challenges faced by this change 
process require greater scrutiny and constructive discussion within the sector. 
The viewpoints from a series of interviews with government, development 
partners and civil society groups are given in Box 10.

The problems of a lack of a SWAp can be seen in Honduras. Recent changes 
under the sector modernisation process have been promising, and include 
many of the elements and institutions that are required for adopting a sustain-
able SDA on paper. However, in practice, these elements are not being brought 
together in a coherent way or operationalised systematically through an over-
all sector strategy or investment plan. This is compounded with insufficient 
funding for key government coordination bodies such as CONASA, which is 
responsible for planning at national level. As a result, many of the reforms 
are funded by different financing agencies, leading to a patchwork of donor-
funding for different parts of the reform, and ‘projectised’ interventions. 

Most of these efforts have been between governments, the major multi-
lateral financing institutions (the World Bank and the regional development 
banks) and (European) bilateral donors. The majority of INGOs and smaller 
‘charity’ or philanthropic agencies still tend to operate outside of such frame-
works, and follow the more uncoordinated project-based way of working that 
does not allow sustainability to be addressed beyond the limits of the projects. 
Having said that, there are also examples of change; for example through 
umbrella organisations for NGOs including UWASNET (Uganda) and Coali-
tion of NGOs in Water and Sanitation (CONIWAS) (Ghana); or activities of 
individual NGOs in certain countries (such as Water for People in Rwanda 
and Honduras), Plan in Guatemala and UNICEF in Bolivia, both of which 
are providing more structured support to local municipalities (Brussee, Marín 
and Smits, 2010).

Despite some good examples, progress against the various commitments 
has been mixed. In its 2008 survey of aid practices in 54 countries, OECD 
found that only 43% of donor supported projects and programmes were using 
partner country procurement systems (OECD, 2008b). For the water supply 
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and sanitation sector, the data is even worse. A report issued by the EU Water 
Initiative, Africa Working Group, shows that still more than two-thirds (71%) 
of all European financing is channelled through projects and programmes, 
with about a fifth of all aid classified as ‘not coordinated’ with national gov-
ernment programmes (Fonseca and Diaz, 2008). The OECD survey illustrated 
that aid partnerships have experienced severe problems. One of these lies with 
recipient country capacity to absorb and properly implement funds, with some 
cases of extremely low disbursements. Although available data is a bit out-
dated, the report from Benin mentioned only 45% of budgets were disbursed 
in 2006 (Adjinacou, 2011), and in Mozambique 28% in 2004 (Munguambe 
and Langa de Jesus, 2011). Such capacity constraints include resources for op-
erational activities, limited technical and managerial skills, and lack of knowl-
edge regarding sector frameworks, roles and functions, and legislation. 

Improving aid effectiveness – and putting in place associated mechanisms 
for greater harmonisation and better alignment – takes some time to yield re-
sults. A recent review of the literature indicates that despite broad acceptance 
for the principles of the Paris Declaration, and all the high level forums and 
commitments to improve aid effectiveness, the extent to which donors and 
multilateral bodies adhere to and implement such principles is mixed. There 
have been improvements in aid effectiveness in the health and basic education 
sectors where development assistance is considered better managed,12 but even 
here practitioners agree that aid effectiveness has not achieved its maximum 
potential (OECD, 2008b). Although aid effectiveness modalities and approaches 
are less developed in the water sector than in the education and health sectors, 
the perception that water may be ‘lagging behind’ is without evidence (de la 
Harpe, 2011a). In the WASH sector the new Sanitation and Water for All – Global 
Framework for Action is just being established and, alongside the Global Sani-
tation Fund, both seek to address greater coordination and harmonisation of 
funding at the macro-level. 

Because the rural sector has been so reliant on external donor funding in many 
countries, this has resulted in a multiplicity of actors which have tended to invest 
directly in their ‘own’ infrastructure programmes. Nonetheless, this situation is 
changing in a number of countries, and while few donors have so far moved to 
direct budgetary support, more and more are at least working together in a more 
coordinated way with funding, and supporting common priorities defined by 
over-arching national planning priorities.

Finally, there are other variables which can affect the progress of aid ef-
fectiveness in the water sector in profoundly different ways depending on 
the country context, including socio-economic, political and other national 
factors. Political commitment, in particular, is a key determinant that can ei-
ther advance or obstruct aid effectiveness (Danida, 2006). The mere presence 
of aid effectiveness modalities does not necessarily mean improved delivery 
and use of aid assistance. Power relations and incentives underpin policy, fi-
nancial and institutional decisions which impact upon the overall performance 
of a sector. A stark example of this comes from the USA, the most developed 
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country in the study grouping, where funding flows to the rural water sector 
are extremely fragmented, and work across a multiplicity of federal, regional, 
thematic and state sources. There was an attempt in Ohio State to set up a 
‘mini-SWAp’, bringing together all funding streams under one umbrella, and 
effectively creating a centralised help-desk for rural water operators. However, 
local politics and the fact that the bureaucracy of financing mechanisms (with 
rewards for continued disbursement of funds) acted as a disincentive to bet-
ter harmonisation, meant that the initiative was shut down after a few years 
(Gasteyer, 2011).

Operationalisation of aid effectiveness at the local level

While there have been considerable efforts to improve coordination, har-
monisation and alignment at international and national levels, this does not 
always translate into improved operational practice at sub-national and de-
centralised levels. A number of recent studies have indicated that this is the 
next challenge for the aid effectiveness movement – to ensure partnerships 
‘reach beyond capital cities’ (Welle, Nicol and Van Steenbergen, 2008). 

For example, in Uganda, which is one of the earliest adopters of the SWAp 
mechanism, coordination of different development partner efforts is not al-
ways easy when it comes to local and even international NGOs operating 
at district level. While there are examples of good coordination mechanisms 
at district level between local governments, user groups, NGOs and develop-
ment partners (such as the DWSCC in Uganda), attendance, performance and 
impact of these committees is extremely patchy, and often depends on the 
diligence of district level staff. This is perhaps a reflection of the fact that some 
47% of assistance for rural water still by-passes the central government’s bas-
ket funding mechanism. In many countries, despite the fact that local govern-
ment has the mandate and authority to coordinate the efforts of NGOs and 
development partners in the sector, it is often merely informed at most, and 
completely by-passed at worst. 

Weak capacity to really operationalise the ‘spirit’ of the SWAp at local lev-
el can also result from partial decentralisation, and there is evidence from a 
number of countries in the study that coordination functions are being re-
tained at higher levels. For example, in Ethiopia coordination and division 
of labour between donor and NGO programmes is largely done at regional 
level and is quite effective, but tends to undermine the authority of the woreda 
government. In the case of Mozambique, with extremely limited district ca-
pacity, most operational coordination takes place at provincial level under the 
auspices of the DPOPH, which chairs an inter-sectoral body that incorporates 
agriculture and health, as well as water. 

Overall, the evidence from the cases studies underlines the problem with at-
tempts to improve aid effectiveness in rural water, which is that despite agree-
ment ‘from the centre’ on working more closely and harmonising through 
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mechanisms such as a SWAp, on the ground the situation can be quite differ-
ent. This has as much to do with the organisational culture of development 
partners (and their need to seek ‘identifiable’ interventions), as it does with 
national capacity constraints.

Inter-ministerial coordination

While there has rightly been a focus on development partners to improve their 
actions and be more in alignment with government led priorities and process-
es, there is also a case for improving the recipient government’s coordination 
and harmonisation approaches. It is clear that coordination between govern-
ment ministries or departments can also be problematic, particularly where 
there is a mix of deconcentrated and decentralised entities (e.g. Ethiopia, 
Zimbabwe and Ghana). In India while there is a degree of influence from 
national (federal) level in terms of capacity building and guidelines coming 
from the DDWS, the main coordination issue is to do with inter-sectoral and 
inter-ministerial relations. In many states there are still different players in the 
broader water development and financing arena, with the resultant duplica-
tion and lack of coherence between investment schemes, as the example from 
Tamil Nadu shows in Box 11. In Andhra Pradesh there is a move to introduce 
an internal or intra-government ‘SWAp’ to tackle precisely these types of coor-
dination issues. 

In many areas in the state, villages have multiple sources of water. Apart from 
the Tamil Nadu Water and Drainage Board, water is also provided by the De-
partment of Rural Development (DRD), mainly through handpumps and pow-
er pumps. The funding for these interventions is in the form of grants from 
the Rural Development Fund. In addition, water supply programmes are also 
taken up from the funds devolved under the 11th Finance Commission, Min-
ister of Parliament and Members of the Legislative Assembly’s local area de-
velopment funds. The engineers under the DRD set-up and implement these  
programmes. Under Swajaldhara, rural water schemes are also provided to vil-
lages. The lack of coordination between the Engineers of both departments is 
evident from the fact that more than one type of scheme is often implemented 
in the same village. The result is water supply schemes in some villages that are 
far in excess of the requirement.

Source: James, 2011a

  Box 11: Tamil Nadu – A multiplicity of agencies at the village level
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Discussion: supporting the Service Delivery Approach

Clearly defined policy, institutional, legislative and financial frameworks at 
national level are a critical foundation for building sustainable services on 
the ground. Service providers cannot work effectively at the water system 
level unless everyone knows the ‘rules of the game’, unless different ser-
vice levels are agreed upon, and unless it is clear who is responsible to pay 
for what over the life-cycle of the system. Equally, it is very difficult to sup-
port and sustain water supply systems on the ground if there is a free-for-all  
in terms of different and competing approaches to planning, design and fi-
nancing, including subsidies.

As with the status of the service delivery authorities, the case studies show 
a variety of progress towards achieving this enabling environment at national 
level; this is not surprising given the range of countries included in the study 
and their relative sector development. Nonetheless, a number of important 
trends can be identified from the case study contexts. 

Financing 

Firstly, in almost all cases, it is clear that capital investment costs and minor op-
eration costs are relatively well defined within national policy and macro-level 
financial planning, although in practice the latter is not always covered by user 
tariffs, especially in small-scale systems. Very few countries specify the financing 
requirements for two critical components; namely large-scale CapManEx and re-
placement expenditure and ExpDS and ExpIDS, including the vital function of 
post-construction support and monitoring. In cases where this is done in a more 
systematic way such as South Africa and Uganda, the resources made available 
are often insufficient to deal with the maintenance backlog. Asset management 
planning, which is a relatively common tool for urban utilities, is practically un-
known in the rural water sector. 

At present many figures for sector investment requirements are estimates, 
which may not take into account all unit costs, or all possible sources of fi-
nancing. A key challenge ahead for the adoption of an SDA is for the defini-
tion of clearer financial frameworks at sector level that will allow for a much 
more precise understanding of the expenditure necessary to deliver a service 
at scale. In absence of these, it is likely that the crucial CapManEx and CapDS 
will either not be met, or will only be met in an ad hoc way, which will simply 
perpetuate the cycle of failing infrastructure, which is a situation that even 
wealthier developed countries such as the USA can hardly afford.

Capacity support

A critical part of ensuring service provision lies with the back-stopping 
and support to local government, which under decentralised contexts is 
often the main guarantor for service provision in its administrative area of 
jurisdiction. Critical functions of planning, letting of service contracts and 
monitoring of local operators (whether community-management entities 
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or private sector providers) are increasingly falling on the shoulders of local 
government. Problems arise where these functions and responsibilities are not 
always clear to all actors and the reality is that local government capacity is 
frequently limited. This capacity problem is a critical one, and goes beyond 
the confines of the water or sanitation sector, being part of a much broader set 
of issues around public administration delivery. Again, the case studies show a 
spectrum of experience with support to decentralised government, with more 
advanced cases of decentralisation showing more systematic support to local 
government in the area of water (such as South Africa, Uganda and India) 
than countries with more mixed progress (such as Mozambique and Burkina 
Faso). 

Aid effectiveness 

Increasingly, bi-lateral donors and multi-lateral financing institutions are 
working within such national sector frameworks, and are moving towards 
alignment of investment support. But the picture is still mixed, especially for 
the rural sector; there are cases where donors, INGOs and charities continue to 
work outside of national frameworks. The negative impact of such continued 
fragmentation depends on the level of aid dependency, the strength of govern-
ment vision and leadership, and the relative mix of external donor and NGO 
activity. What is clear from the studies is that greater levels of harmonisation 
and alignment – often involving SWAp or sector basket funding mechanisms – 
support the ability of governments to make at scale, or systemic, investments 
in strengthening critical systems and structures. 

One common concern with the increase in the trend towards harmoni-
sation and SWAps is the trade-off between harmonised approaches and the 
continued ability for innovation in new ways of working (e.g. testing new 
handpump designs at scale that may not be sector standard in a particular 
country, or innovative micro-financing approaches, as was the case with CDF 
in Ethiopia). Put simply, there is an inescapable tension between improved 
national coordination and alignment by development partners to allow for 
economies of scale, and the desire to promote local autonomy, experimenta-
tion and innovative learning (particularly the role for NGOs). Creating space 
within SWAps, or whatever sector coordination mechanism exists, to allow 
and even encourage innovation is clearly important, and may be addressed 
through funding of research and piloting.
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Endnotes

1 Even though the JMP uses one definition for expressing its statistics for all 
countries, most countries also have their own indicators and statistics for 
measuring access to rural water supply. Because of differences in definition, 
often the values are different from the JMP values.

2 The VLOM consists of technologies and systems that are purposefully 
designed to require minimal external inputs, but primarily refers to 
handpumps.

3 For further detail on WASMO see: http://www.wasmo.org/default.aspx.
4 For further information on the Uganda Joint Sector Review process and 

outputs see:
 http://www.mwe.go.ug/MoWE/85/Sector_Reviews/Joint_Sector_Review_2010.
5 For more information see: www.ddws.nic.in
6 Mutualisation is a French term referring to the pooling of resources by 

members of a collective, for the use of members of the collective when 
they need it. It is used also in banking and insurance. In this case it 
refers to the pooling of resources for asset management of different water 
systems in different stages of their life-cycle.

7 Curiously, in some of the countries where there is less or no aid, there is 
no single sector budget, and investments in the sector tend to come from 
a myriad of government sources, such as in Colombia and the USA.

8 A number of well-established mechanisms exist at global level such as 
the International Health Partnership, the Education for All Fast-Track 
Initiative and the Catalytic Fund.



CHAPTER 5

Conclusions and recommendations

This study seeks to deepen our collective understanding of the status of rural 
water supply in a range of different country contexts. More specifically, it attempts 
to identify the factors that contribute to, or constrain, the delivery of sustainable 
rural water services at scale. Each case country context is distinct, and represents a 
unique combination of cultural and political history, economic development and aid 
dependency, water resources, topography and demographic aspects, all of which will 
have determined the way the rural water sector has evolved. However, there are a 
number of broad conclusions that can be drawn, and trends that can be highlighted, 
which appear to cut across these different country experiences. This section looks 
firstly at an emerging classification of sector development within the context of 
the SDA. It then examines the factors which appear to have contributed to these 
scenarios. Finally, it closes with a set of recommendations for moving from a short-
term, infrastructure focus to a long-term, service delivery orientation for rural water.
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A spectrum of approaches to rural water supply

The study has revealed a spectrum of approaches to rural water supply. We can 
classify these on a continuum from what can be identified as a largely infra-
structure or ‘implementation’ focus at one extreme, to more SDAs at the other. 
In simple terms, the former typifies sectors in which structures, systems and 
efforts are mainly geared towards the capital-intensive phase of rural water 
(i.e. constructing facilities and initial implementation and training), whereas 
the latter is geared towards a more balanced attention to the full life-cycle of a 
service, including aspects such as post-construction support, investment plan-
ning for longer-term capital maintenance and asset renewal, and a learning 
and adaptive sector. 

Another way to classify these approaches is according to their degree of 
scalability. This implies that policy, planning, investment decisions and ca-
pacity building is done at a sector (or systemic) level, with the goal of defining 
clear frameworks and mechanisms for all actors to function within. This type 
of scalability is associated with those countries that have a relatively higher 
degree of harmonisation and alignment, and strong decentralised systems. 
The converse is a situation where sectors are fragmented, investments are 
made in a ‘projectised’ way, and structural support for improved capacity is 
either weak or not available. This can result in poorly defined policy, gaps in 
legislation, an absence of structured support to decentralised level actors, and 
confusion about who is responsible for what, particularly regarding financ-
ing of different types of expenditure. Not surprisingly, in the latter case, the 
resultant vacuum tends to be filled by a plethora of ‘implementers’, many of 
whom rush to follow their own approaches and policies, simply reinforcing 
the confusion and lack of commonly agreed ‘rules of the game’.

This continuum is summarised in Figure 12 (p141), which indicates some 
of the more typical characteristics of each stage. Of course, this type of clas-
sification is generic in nature and represents extremes; whereas in reality indi-
vidual country sectors often present a mixed picture, with different elements 
of these scenarios. For example, in countries such as the USA which is not aid 
dependent and has systems and structures that can work at scale, there are 
still pressing issues around the need to address the replacement of assets of 
aging rural water systems. Likewise, India relies largely on sovereign financ-
ing for the rural sector, and has a relatively advanced level of decentralisation 
in place, but still faces challenges in many states where the entire system is 
geared towards construction, and not much is (yet) being done to address the 
growing problem of slippage in a systematic way. 

When viewing the case study countries in this type of classification 
a number of trends emerge. Firstly, it is apparent that the least developed 
countries, where current coverage levels are lowest, still mainly adopt what 
can be termed as an implementation approach; for example, Ethiopia, 
Mozambique and Burkina Faso all seem to fit in within this pattern. This 
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is logical from the perspective of the political and development imperative 
facing such 

countries, being in what Wester (2008) calls the ‘hydraulic mission’ phase 
of water development. The focus is first on massive infrastructure develop-
ment, and ensuring that a sizeable percentage of the population has some 
form of  access to basic services. 

Secondly, it seems that as countries achieve higher levels of coverage, a 
shift is taking place towards adoption of more service-oriented approaches; by 
strengthening and professionalising rural service providers, putting in place 
some form of regulation and adopting sustainability and performance indica-
tors. Curiously, this is not always done in a very harmonised way. For exam-
ple, Colombia and the USA show a myriad of initiatives for post-construction 
support, capacity support, and regulation, and a large number of different gov-
ernment agencies and financing streams are involved which are not necessarily 
harmonised. One possible explanation for this is that these countries are not 
aid dependent, so efforts to move towards more sector-wide approaches might 
not have been promoted in the absence of donors concerned with ‘aid effec-
tiveness’. On the other hand, this also leads to a certain degree of redundancy in 
the sense that if one channel for support does not work, others may. 

The main difference within this group of countries lies in the extent to 
which the implementation efforts allow for reaching scale. Thailand, South 
Africa and Uganda stand out for their scalable approaches. In the case of 
Uganda, for example, there is a strong national policy framework supported 
by a SWAp, an advanced form of decentralisation, and a certain level of capac-
ity support to local government who fulfil key service authority functions. 
This situation is reflected in the relatively high rates for functionality seen in 
the sector, which stood at 81% as reported by the DWD in the last Joint Sector 
Review (MWE/DWD, 2010). Even accounting for doubts about the accuracy of 
these figures, the fact that in Uganda there are nationally agreed targets and 
relatively robust structures and systems in place for the rural sector, means 
that working at scale, and improving the systemic carrying capacity of the sec-
tor, is possible in the first place. This compares favourably with other countries 
where such frameworks do not yet exist (e.g. Mozambique) or are still highly 
fragmented (e.g. Honduras), which makes working to improve the sector at 
scale in the same way much more challenging. 

A further remark is that none of the study countries can be said to really 
have adopted a fully scaled-up SDA. Probably South Africa comes closest to 
this in that it has set up many of the structures and systems which would 
allow for this approach. However, so far it has largely focused on rapidly 
increasing coverage through implementation and rehabilitation, with a 
resultant capital maintenance backlog, despite the fact that it potentially 
has the systems to start addressing the full life-cycle of services in a more 
structural way. This in part also reflects the political nature of decision-
making in the sector, where there is always (more) pressure to allocate 
resources to new systems, which is the politically more expedient decision, 
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Implementation 
Approach: Limited 
ability to scale up; 
time and spatial 
dimensions are 
limited 

• Focus on interventions through projects at community 
level

• Different management models supported without 
common agreement 

• Implementation of parallel and largely uncoordinated 
programmes with little involvement of decentralised 
government 

• Efforts nearly exclusively go into the implementation 
of new systems or rehabilitation 

• Planning focuses on implementation of new systems 
• Monitoring focuses on outputs (systems built and 

beneficiaries) 
• Sector targets are defined largely in terms of coverage 
• Financing mechanisms focus on construction and 

initial implementation 
• No systematic support to professionalising service 

providers

Scaled-up 
Implementation 
Approach: May 
be taken to scale, 
but does not 
address long-term 
systemic change 
or sustainability of 
services

• Interventions planned and implemented at scale 
through coordinated programmes 

• Involvement of decentralised authorities in 
implementation 

• Efforts nearly exclusively go into the implementation 
of new systems or rehabilitation 

• Support to skills and capacity building, but limited to 
implementation only and not to full life-cycle 

• Monitoring focuses on outputs (systems built and 
beneficiaries) 

• Sector targets are defined largely in terms of coverage 
• Financing mechanisms limited to construction and 

initial implementation 
• No systematic support to professionalising service 

providers

Service Delivery 
Approach with limited 
ability to scale up: 
Supports indefinite 
services through 
improving sector 
systems, but done in 
a piecemeal way 

• Interventions carried out on a project or piecemeal 
basis with significant gaps 

• Efforts go into both implementation of new systems 
and rehabilitation, and to address full life-cycle of a 
service delivery

• Involvement of decentralised authorities in 
implementation and post-construction 

• Support to skills and capacity in functions such as 
planning and regulation; post-construction support 
starts to address full life-cycle requirements 

• Monitoring addresses not only outputs, but includes 
service provided and performance of service providers 

• Sector targets explicitly include sustainability 
• Financing mechanisms in place to support 

capital maintenance and asset management and 
replacement 

• Systematic support provided to professionalising 
service providers 

• Enabling environment functions of policy and 
legislation are strengthened

• Includes space for technological innovation and 
testing
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than to spend public or donor funding on the rather invisible tasks of 
clarifying policy and legislation, or on post-construction support. A number  
of states in India have managed to scale up approaches to rural water provision, 
most notably the case of WASMO in Gujarat, which has achieved a true level 
of scale both in terms of physical coverage (upwards of 26 million people) and 
in creating self-sustaining systems to support CBM at state and district levels.

In spite of this mixed picture in terms of progress, what can be concluded 
is that there is a general shift, or attempts to shift, towards the SDA. There 
are many elements of this shift being manifested in the various case studies 
(see Recommendations section, p147), but most significantly this trend marks 
the establishment of sector wide frameworks that transcend any one (donor) pro-
gramme, and establish clear roles and legal frameworks. In this way, a multi-
plicity of actors can be enabled to work within known ‘rules of the game’ in 
such a way as to support sustainable provision of a service of a given type and 
level. This is the logical conclusion of working at scale. This does not neces-
sarily imply a one-size fits all ‘national programme’; rather, by providing clear 
policies, guidelines and norms, a different and appropriate mix of management 

Full Service Delivery 
Approach: Addresses 
sustainable services 
at scale through 
support to entire 
sector ‘system’ in 
a coordinated and 
comprehensive way 

• Interventions planned and implemented at scale 
through provision of commonly agreed service levels 
and models for delivery (public, private, etc.) 

• Efforts address full life-cycle of a service delivery 
from construction to post-construction, asset 
management and replacement 

• Involvement of decentralised authorities in planning, 
implementation, post-construction and oversight 

• Support to skills and capacity in functions such as 
planning and regulation; post-construction support 
starts to address full life-cycle requirements 

• Monitoring addresses not only outputs, but includes 
service provided and performance of service providers 

• Sector targets explicitly include sustainability 
• Financing mechanisms in place to support 

capital maintenance and asset management and 
replacement 

• Systematic support provided to professionalising 
service providers 

• Enabling environment supports common definitions 
and frameworks for WASH services; sector learning, 
policy development, and innovation in technology, 
financing, etc. is recognised and promoted 

  Figure 12: The continuum from implementation towards Service Delivery
 Approaches
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options can be adopted by different agencies to meet the demands of a range of 
populations and service levels.

Factors in moving towards the Service Delivery Approach 

Recognising the wide range of experiences thrown up by the different case 
studies, and the fact that in many cases elements of the existing implementa-
tion paradigm remain in place, it can be concluded that the rural water sup-
ply sector in some countries is now ‘maturing’. As part of these processes of 
reform there are a number of factors that appear to be common in the evolu-
tion of sector towards a more service-oriented approach (see Figure 13). Some 
are more incipient than others; some are still only changes in discourse at 
this stage, and not yet changes in practice, and there are obvious differences 
between countries. The most salient factors appear to include the following 
points made in Figure 13.

1. Professionalisation of community management
 Over the past five to ten years there has been a change in the discourse 

on rural water supply, with an increasing recognition of the limitations 
of the previous approaches which were largely centred on delivering new 
infrastructure through projects, with nominal reliance on CBM. As part of 
this change in discourse there is a growing call for improving CBM, for 
professionalising aspects that have been traditionally based on voluntary 
approaches, and for adopting a wider range of service provider options, 
including private operators. 

 A first response to this change in the discourse has been a greater attention 
to the formalisation of CBM. In many countries the sector has moved to 
formally recognise CBM in policies and legal frameworks. This has gone 

1980 1990 2000 2010

UN 
International 
Drinking Water 
and Sanitation 
Decade

Increasing community 
participation in project 
implementation and 
management evolves with CBM 
being established as principal 
model in many countries

Growing 
concerns 
with limits of 
CBM leads to 
emphasis on 
institutional 
support 
and post-
construction 
follow-up

Shift away from 
‘voluntary’ CBM and 
increasing emphasis 
on service delivery
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Increase in 
community 

participation

Centralised 
pre-1980s 

approaches

CBM 
established

DRA 
adopted

Post-
construction 

support

Professionalisation 
of CBM and demand 

for higher service 
levels 

  Figure 13: The evolution of the rural water sector
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hand in hand with the professionalisation of CBM. This process does not 
automatically imply turning CBOs into small utilities and privatising 
them, but rather making them more viable and legally recognised, 
improving oversight, and moving from voluntary to technically more 
competent ways of working, including the adoption of more formal 
contracting. The need for more professional management capacity is 
also directly correlated to technology options and selection. This has 
been referred to by some in recent sector dialogue as ‘community-
management plus’ (Moriarty and Verdemato, 2010). However, this is 
not yet widespread thinking, and traditional, volunteer-based water 
committees will continue to be the norm particularly around small, 
point source systems and in more isolated communities. As with 
previous calls to improve CBM by moving from ‘sense of ownership’ to 
‘full legal ownership of assets’ (Moriarty and Schouten , 2003), it may 
now actually be more effective for CBM to make the move from a ‘sense 
of being a service provider’ to ‘legally being a service provider’. 

2. Increased recognition and promotion of alternative service provider 
options

 There is also evidence of a significant and growing role for small-scale local 
private operators in the management of service delivery for some segments 
of the rural population. Population growth and higher density rural growth 
centres are making those of the distinction between the demands and 
solutions of these populations and the truly low-density rural villages and 
hamlets, increasingly clear. As technological sophistication increases, and 
there is a move up the ladder from handpumps to reticulated supplies, 
there will be a need for more specialist operators. Higher levels of service, 
better and more competent management, and increased opportunities 
for revenue collection all point towards a more professionalised service. 
These approaches are more applicable for what can be considered the 
boundaries between CBM approaches (for smaller, less complex point 
sources) and delegated models in small towns, rural growth centres, or 
even for area-based contracts including a larger number of settlements. 
A second and increasingly formalised option is for self-supply in highly 
dispersed rural areas. The formal recognition of these models in sector 
policy allows for a more informed selection of different options for 
different service levels. As the sector moves towards a more service-oriented 
perspective, the necessary frameworks and mechanisms for enabling 
private operators to function are being established; these include the 
legislation, monitoring (and, in certain cases, regulatory frameworks), 
capacity and business support programmes.

3. Sustainability indicators and targets
 The studies show that more and more countries have started collecting 

information on sustainability and performance indicators of rural water 
supply services, moving beyond the traditional coverage indicator. 
This is a sign of growing preoccupation with the actual service 
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users receive, and not only the outputs of implementation projects 
(e.g. numbers of systems built). Although only a small minority of 
the study countries have adopted explicit targets for sustainability 
at sector level, it can be expected that this trend will increase  
in the coming years. Recognising and formally embedding indicators 
and targets that seek to measure the level and quality of service provided  
is a major milestone in the shift towards a more service-oriented way of 
working.

4. Standardisation of implementation approaches
 Many years of practice and research, particularly on CBM approaches, 

have yielded in-depth insights into key factors during the capital-intensive 
projects in the life-cycle. The standardisation of implementation allows 
harmonising and codifying this knowledge in the form of manuals, 
guidelines and training courses, which in turn allow for obtaining 
a certain level of quality in these processes as the basis – although 
not a guarantee – for more sustainable interventions. Alongside the 
harmonisation of approaches, it is important that opportunities are 
provided for innovation and learning to take place. 

5. Post-construction support to service providers
 There is now widespread recognition of the importance of post-

construction support and significant experience with the development 
of models and mechanisms for providing such support. This function is, 
in fact, increasingly seen as part of professionalising community-based 
management; such support is also often required to build the capacity of 
small local private operators. Yet, in spite of this recognition, relatively 
few countries have moved forward in implementing (and financing) 
large-scale systems for post-construction support in a structured and 
sustainable manner.

6. Capacity support to decentralised government (service authorities)
 The countries illustrate a wide spread in the depth and speed of 

decentralisation processes and in sector reform. But, unsurprisingly, the 
key factor affecting the extent to which local authorities can take up 
their service authority functions is the capacity of staff and associated 
systems for procurement, management and monitoring. Many countries 
have recognised this need, and a number of mechanisms are in place to 
professionalise local government capacity through support, including 
through technical assistance from higher-level authorities and 
association of local governments. Much more can and should be done 
to provide support to local government, and this support needs to be 
adequately financed and part of a structured package, rather than relying 
on project-based support from individual donors or programmes. 

7. Learning and sharing of experience 
 One of the key lessons from the case studies is that a sector which can 

provide the space and mechanisms to share experiences – both positive 
and negative – and to learn about what works and what does not work, is 
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generally a more robust and healthy sector. Learning platforms, whether 
formally endorsed by government or driven by civil society (or ideally 
including a combination of actors), can provide a critical platform to 
examine topical issues, to inform policy development, and to undertake 
trials and innovations. Of course, such mechanisms come with a cost, 
and these should all be viewed as an integral part of sector expenditure 
on indirect support.

8. Political engagement
 One factor, or driver, that we see consistently across almost all of the 

country case studies is what can be termed the political economy 
of rural water. By this we refer to the politics of donor power, of 
government decision-making and political interference – both from the 
centre and in the local politics of decentralised government – and its 
impact on the relative attention to public, private and community-
based services providers; choices on resource allocation; investment 
priorities; as well as issues such as corruption and nepotism. Across 
the many different contexts the formal development of the rural 
water sector takes place against a complex backdrop of powerful 
interests, competing agendas and dynamics, many of which are 
never formally captured in sector documentation or evaluations.

  In many cases political pressure is manifested in negative terms – the 
local politician who uses the promise of new water infrastructure to 
gain votes, or the contractor who pays for the capital cost contribution 
of communities in order to win the tender. But it is also the donor 
or NGO that wants to be ‘visible’ and so ignores, or works outside of, 
government-led processes. Taken on aggregate, these forces can often 
reinforce an emphasis on capital investment (in water systems) for 
financial or political gain, and conversely undermine an emphasis on 
SDAs which are less expedient.

  But political engagement can also be used for good; this is the 
identification and nurturing of champions, both politicians and senior 
and influential civil servants, who can help drive through complex 
reforms; the establishment of open dialogues between governments 
and donor agencies to move towards harmonisation; or the possibility 
to discuss the merits and demerits of different SDMs in line with the 
predominant political direction of the country.

In addition to these more positive findings, the case studies also highlight 
a number of gaps or areas of weakness which, if not adequately addressed, will 
continue to constrain the ability of a sector to move towards the adoption of 
a more service-oriented approach. These limitations include:
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1. Planning for asset management
 Investment planning remains one of the critical weaknesses of the rural 

water supply sector. Currently it is by and large limited to planning for 
capital investments and rehabilitation only. Structured planning for 
asset management and renewal is largely absent; the rural equivalent of 
what utilities would call an Asset Management Plan is largely unknown. 
As a result, such asset renewal, through rehabilitation, major repairs and 
replacements, mostly happens in an ad hoc manner, often by making 
financial provision available at the last moment when the need arises; 
or, more often than not, it does not happen at all, and facilities become 
non-functional. One of the root causes for this is the poor articulation 
of CapManEx in financial frameworks (see point 2 below). In addition, 
there is often a lack of clarity about the level at which such planning 
could or should take place (e.g. at the level of each individual service 
provider, the service authority, or at national levels). A possible 
complicating factor lies with the legal ownership of assets. This tends 
to lie with either national or local government, but hardly ever do 
local government agencies feel a sense of ownership of assets that are 
managed by CBOs; and the latter may not be willing to invest in assets 
that are not theirs. 

2. Adequate frameworks for financial planning to cover all life-cycle 
costs 

 This gap is closely related to the previous point, but goes further as it 
covers a number of specific expenditures that are currently either ignored 
or not properly accounted for. Most existing financial frameworks 
define clear responsibilities for investments in CapEx and OpEx, with 
the former mainly coming from taxes and transfers, and the latter 
nearly exclusively from tariffs paid by users. However, in most cases, 
the difference between OpEx (for more minor repairs and operating 
costs) and more major CapManEx is often ill defined, and there is lack of 
clarity about who should meet such costs. As a result, the bill for capital 
maintenance often ends up with (local) authorities, or it is covered in an 
ad hoc manner through other sources of funds. But, as mentioned above, 
it is hardly ever planned for, which in fact may increase the size of the 
eventual bill. 

 Secondly, financing for the provision of direct and indirect support 
functions, which are equally at the heart of sustainable service delivery, are 
often ill defined. ExpDS is nominally funded through taxes, even though 
there is scope for user contributions. But in many cases, it is a highly 
under-funded expenditure category, or it is not clearly defined at all. Post- 
construction support, backstopping to communities, similar support to 
local government, and learning platforms are all key to making water flow 
reliably and continuously from physical infrastructure in communities. It 
has taken the sector a decade or more to come to this realisation, but the 
definition of what these functions cost is still unclear. Such lack of clarity  
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of all cost categories in the life-cycle of services makes it difficult to give 
a realistic assessment of the adequacy of funding levels to meet sector 
targets, as well as to be able to direct investments to areas of priority 
need. Without such comprehensive financial frameworks it will remain 
very difficult to really adopt an SDA which covers the entire life-cycle 
of a service. 

3. Regulation of rural services and service providers
 Recognising that rural operators are, or should be, professional service 

providers implies the need to regulate them; both to protect consumers 
and to ensure a good quality of service. Present experience with regulation 
and the associated regulatory functions and actors is very limited. But 
learning from some early failures, the main lesson appears to be not to 
adopt a purely punitive perspective of fining rural operators in cases of 
non-compliance. This has been the case when regulatory frameworks 
have been translated from urban sectors without a more fundamental re-
assessment of the rural context. Rather, it is more useful and appropriate 
as a mechanism to strengthen the long arm of accountability: holding 
them accountable for the service they provide. In addition, it is a way 
to strengthen the performance of service providers; by setting clear rules 
and standards for the service provider and the service provided it is possible 
to establish oversight, track performance against the standards, and 
direct efforts to improve performance. In such a way regulation can, 
in fact, contribute to or encourage improved performance rather than 
taking a punitive approach. 

Recommendations for the sustainable provision of rural water services 
at scale 

We all share a vision to see better and more reliable water services supplied 
to rural populations, and to see the benefits of investments sustained over 
as long a time period as possible. But what recommendations can we give 
that can promote the adoption of more service-orientated approaches that 
can work at scale? 

The first remark is that these recommendations should be country-specific. 
As seen throughout this book, different countries currently follow different 
approaches, but in almost all cases there are signs of progress – some more 
advanced than others – in the adoption of elements of a more service-orien-
tated approach. We therefore have to differentiate between countries which 
are struggling to meet the basic challenge of increasing coverage, and those 
that are moving towards so-called ‘second generation’ problems once a critical 
mass of coverage has been achieved. In considering the policy implications 
for how to tackle this problem, we can think of three broad sets of countries:

• Firstly, those in which coverage is really still very low (for example, 
Ethiopia and Mozambique). It is an understandable strategy to focus 
largely on increasing coverage, but this should be, as far as possible, in 
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a scaled-up manner. While much energy and resources go into building 
new systems, there may have to be an acceptance of a case of ‘two 
steps forward, one step back’, where levels of functionality will remain 
problematic. Where CBM is the main SDM, it should be strengthened, 
and incorporate changes flagged by this book, particularly in the legal 
recognition of committees and formalising their relationship with local 
government. Post-construction support must be adequately addressed, 
particularly for this group this is one element that has been consistently 
under-funded in the past. Development partner assistance to countries 
in this group should focus on improving alignment of programmatic 
support, particularly around implementation approaches, to avoid 
fragmentation and conflicting policies for communities. 

• Secondly, we have a group of countries where coverage is already relatively 
high, reaching levels of 80% or more (for example, India, Thailand, the 
USA and Sri Lanka) which should focus very strongly on investing 
in systems and capacities that underpin a true SDA. Such steps would 
include developing asset management planning, providing structured 
capacity support to local government, post-construction support and 
financial mechanisms such as rotating funds to meet CapManEx, 
improving life-cycle cost analysis and regulation. Another important 
step would be to develop specific strategies to reach the last 10-15% 
of the unserved populations, for example, by formally recognising 
self-supply, and introducing measures to support this approach in a 
systematic way. Developing asset management strategies and tools for 
rural water services would mark another major step-change in these 
countries.

• Lastly, we have the middle band of countries where coverage is somewhere 
between 50% and 70% and expanding, but where there is also the very 
strong risk of slippage of functionality rates (for example, Honduras, 
Colombia, Ghana, Uganda and Burkina Faso). These countries face an 
in-built tension between pursuing increased coverage (with inadequate 
budgets and growing populations), while at the same time addressing 
sustainability in a more structured way. More capital investment is needed 
in new systems, extensions are needed to existing systems, but, equally, 
increasing attention needs to be paid to asset management, improving 
management options, and monitoring and oversight of services delivered. 
So how should this group of countries juggle all of these balls at once?

  This is indeed a critical question and the simple answer is that these 
middle groups must juggle competing priorities as part of this phase of 
sector development. We cannot give an estimate of how much should 
go into new investments and how much into asset management or, in 
other words, what is required to build (new) systems and what is required 
to build and maintain the sector capacity to support the delivery of 
services, but what is clear is that for many countries the balance has 
to shift in favour of the latter. This should also be a strong message 
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for development partners when considering funding strategies. Having 
a robust scaled-up implementation approach (such as the sectors adopted 
in South Africa, Uganda and India did when they were themselves only 
climbing the lower levels of coverage) has helped in making the transition 
to an SDA in subsequent phases. 

  Both national governments and development partners should invest 
more in building the systems of the sector to cope with the transition 
to service delivery, including support to professionalising CBM, capacity 
support to decentralised government sector staff, and clarifying the 
legal and institutional frameworks for asset management and delegated 
contracting. Setting up and streamlining financial mechanisms and 
the introduction of pooled funding would allow for support to these 
type of efforts to improve the carrying capacity of the sector. Overall, 
development partners should take the long-view with this group of 
countries and move from the two to three year support horizons to 
much longer-term, more stable funding support which will allow for 
sector development in a more predictable way. Conversely, governments 
must commit to following through with and supporting sector reforms 
that often exist on paper only.

  The recommendations to sector policy makers and practitioners are 
to focus on the range of factors that are already emerging as important 
in the shift towards an SDA as outlined in the findings from this study, 
as well as starting to address the three areas of weakness which so far 
appear not to have been addressed in a substantive way in the majority 
of cases. Table 14 (p150) summarises these recommendations in a shift 
from the ‘implementation end’ of the spectrum towards a more service-
oriented perspective that should be adopted by this key group of middle 
countries.

Implications for sector change

Finally, the country studies highlight three very important underlying les-
sons for promoting more service-oriented outcomes; these can be considered 
as broad filters or lenses through which to assess efforts in improving sector 
performance. 

The first is the tension between broad-based systemic change and gradual im-
provements in specific areas. Sector policy, institutions, legislation and struc-
tures must be clarified and modified, as necessary, to enable the support of a 
service rather than the delivery of infrastructure. The result is a clear alloca-
tion of roles and functions to different actors, supported by clear legal frame-
works in such a way as to support sustainable provision of a service of a given 
type and level. The ‘rules of the game’ must be clear to all players working at 
all levels, from ministry and local government staff, to donor partners, water 
committee members, private operators and consumers. To achieve real change 
the entire system needs to be addressed. Attempting to make changes through 
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Table 14:  Recommendations for shifting from implementation to Service Delivery 
Approaches

Factors 
From: implementation 
approaches with limited scale

To: more sustainable services 
delivered at scale

Professionalisation 
of community 
management 

Community management based 
on voluntary principles and 
without legalisation or clear 
contracting

Community management properly 
embedded in, and supported by, 
policy, legal, regulatory frameworks 
and support services

Increased recognition 
and promotion of 
alternative service 
provider options

Community-based management 
taken as de facto management 
option

Range of management options 
set out in clear SDMs that are 
differentiated by service levels, 
technology and types of settlements

Sustainability 
indicators and targets 

Coverage as the principal sector 
monitoring benchmark and 
target

Monitoring and target indicators 
that benchmark against services 
delivered and performance of 
service providers

Standardisation of 
implementation 
approaches 

Project-based or organisational 
implementation manuals which 
are duplicative or conflicting, 
and vary according to funder 
and implementer

Sectoral implementation manuals 
which set out common frameworks, 
norms and standards, but with 
flexibility in implementation and 
space for innovation

Post-construction 
support to service 
providers

Water committees set up during 
implementation processes left 
to manage without structured 
follow-up support

Structured system of support 
established and funded to 
back-up and monitor community 
management entities or small 
private operators 

Capacity support 
to decentralised 
government (service 
authorities)

Local authorities receive ad hoc 
support from projects during 
implementation, and are left to 
manage without support after 
systems are built

Ongoing capacity support 
programme to local authorities 
covering key functions in the 
life-cycle of rural water supply 
services including management, 
procurement and contracting

Learning and sharing 
of experience 

Learning and knowledge 
management happens in an 
ad hoc way or as a by product 
of implementation, and is 
not funded as a stand alone 
investment

Learning and knowledge 
management are taken as 
integral parts of sector capacity, 
and supported at national and 
decentralised levels

Planning for asset 
management 

Planning focuses on 
implementation of new systems 
and/or their rehabilitation

Asset management planning is 
carried out systematically, with 
financial forecasting and inventory 
updates for the entire life-cycle

Financial planning 
frameworks to cover 
all life-cycle costs

Financial frameworks specify 
rules around funding sources for 
CapEx and OpEx

Sector financial frameworks 
consider full life-cycle costs, 
especially CapManEx, ExDS and 
ExIDS

Regulation of rural 
services and service 
providers 

Oversight over implementation 
processes during construction 
and preparation of communities

Regulation of rural water supply 
services and service providers 
through appropriate mechanisms/
regulatory agents at the local level
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isolated projects and programmes, by setting up ‘stand-alone’ solutions, will 
have limited impact. Yet, achieving systemic change is not straightforward and, 
in many cases, one has to start pragmatically addressing one or more of the 
building blocks presented.

In order to help maintain the balance between the overall picture and the 
specific areas of priority action, it can be useful to use frameworks such as the one 
we have used and adapted for this study. It is intended to be used as a guide to 
allow for a gap analysis at different levels at scale, and for planning of interven-
tions or changes in different aspects of improving service delivery (see An-
nex D). Based on the experiences in this study, we feel it has been useful as 
a framework to identify specific actions for improvement while keeping the 
inter-connectivity of different elements, thereby avoiding the trap of reducing 
sustainability issues to one or two key factors. 

Secondly, in order to achieve systemic change there must be a base level of 
harmonisation and coordination between different actors working in the sector; 
this is particularly the case for the more aid-dependent countries, but is also 
a factor in intra-government relationships. Common agreement and adher-
ence to sector policy, norms and guidelines is an essential building block for 
working at scale. The last decade has seen a steady rise of more harmonised and 
aligned approaches, particularly the adoption of coordinated implementation 
approaches, SWAps, basket funding, sector coordination platforms, joint per-
formance reports, etc. Working through these more harmonised structures is 
also one of the best ways to address and finance systemic capacity building. 

Finally, there is the issue of the political economy of rural water. In order to 
achieve change one has to recognise that changes in approaches to rural wa-
ter reflect profound political choices, and that one has to embrace the entire 
spectrum of politics. We therefore would argue in favour of change processes 
which are strongly vested in the political agendas, both nationally and locally, 
of all actors involved. Change processes therefore need to be accompanied by 
and embedded in political engagement activities.
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ANNEX A

List of abbreviations, acronymns and 
non-english terms

AFD Agence Française de Développement [French Development
 Agency]

CapEx Capital Expenditure 

CapManEx Capital Maintenance Expenditure

CBM Community-Based Management

CBO Community-Based Organisation

CoC Cost of Capital 

Danida Danish International Development Assistance

DFID Department for International Development
 [United Kingdom]

DRA Demand-Responsive Approach

EU European Union

ExpDS Expenditure on Direct Support

ExpIDS Expenditure on Indirect Support

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

GIZ Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit [German
 international cooperation organisation]

HDI Human Development Index

INGO International Non-Governmental Organisation

IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre [the Netherlands]

IWRM Integrated Water Resources Management

JMP Joint Monitoring Program

lpcd litres per capita per day

MDG Millennium Development Goal

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

O&M Operations and Maintenance

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

Ofwat Water Services Regulation Authority [in England and Wales]

OpEx Operating and minor maintenance Expenditures

OSS One-Stop Shop
ppp purchase power parity
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PPP Public-Private Partnership

SDA Service Delivery Approach

SDM Service Delivery Model

SWAp Sector Wide Approach

Triple-S Sustainable Services at Scale [IRC project]

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

USA United States of America

USAID United States Agency for International Development

VLOM Village Level Operation and Maintenance

WASH Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

Benin

Commune Local government unit
DG Eau General Directorate of Water
PADEAR Rural Water Supply Assistance and Development Programme
SONEB Société Nationale des Eaux du Bénin (National water utility
 of Benin)

Burkina Faso

Commune Local government unit
CREPA Centre Régionale pour l’Eau et l’Assainissement à faible coût
 (network of resource centres as platforms for learning
 for state level officials)
ONEA National Office for Water and Sanitation (responsible for
 urban areas)

Colombia

AQUACOL Asociación Colombiana de Organizaciones Comunitarias
 Prestadoras de Servicios de Agua y Saneamiento (Colombian
 Association of Community-Based Water and Sanitation
 Services Providers)
CINARA Instituto de Investigación y Desarrollo en Agua Potable,
 Saneamiento Básico y Conservación de Recursos Hídricos
 (research and development institute)
CRA Water Regulatory Commission
MAVDT Ministry of Environment, Housing and Territorial
 Development
PAAR Programa de Abastecimiento de Agua Rural (Rural Water Supply
 Programme)
SSPD Public Domestic Services Superintendent
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Ethiopia

BoWRD Bureaux of Water Resources Development
CDF Community Development Fund
Kebele Sub-district (municipality)
MoWE Ministry of Water and Energy
MoWR Ministry of Water Resources
WASHCO WASH Committee
Woreda  District

Ghana
AVRL Aqua Vitens Rand Limited

CONIWAS Coalition of NGOs in Water and Sanitation

CWSA Community Water and Sanitation Agency

DA District Assembly

DiMES District Monitoring and Evaluation

DWST District Water and Sanitation Team

MLGRD Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development

MMDAs Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies

MWRWH  Ministry of Water Resources, Works and Housing

RCC Regional Coordinating Council

WATSAN Water and Sanitation Committee

WSDB Water and Sanitation Development Board

Honduras
AHJASA Honduran Association of Water and Sanitation Boards

AJAM  Municipal Association of Water Boards

CONASA Consejo Nacional de Agua Potable y Saneamiento

 (National Council for Water and Sanitation)

ERSAPS Ente Regulador de los Servicios de Agua Potable y Saneamiento
 (regulatory body)

ESCASAL  Escuelas y Casas Saludables (Healthy Schools and Homes)

FHIS Fondo Hondureño de Inversión Social (Honduran Social
 Investment Fund)
Mancomunidad Association of municipalities

PEC Proyecto Ejecutado por la Comunidad (community executed
 project)

RASHON Red de Agua y Saneamiento de Honduras (Honduran water
 and sanitation network)
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SANAA Servicio Autónomo Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantarillados
 (National Autonomous Service for Water and Sewerage)

SIAR Sistema de Información de Acueductos Rurales (Rural Water
 Supply Information System)
TOM Técnico en Operación y Mantenimiento (Operation and
 Maintenance Technician)
USCL Local Control and Supervision Unit 

India
DDWS Department of Drinking Water and Sanitation

DRD Department of Rural Development

Gram Panchayat Village level local government 

GWSSB Gujarat Water and Sewerage Board

IMIS Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) of the
 Department of Drinking Water and Sanitation, Rajiv Ghandi
 National Drinking Water Mission

Pani Samitis CBOs and/or sub-committees of local government responsible
 for water and sanitation (Village and Water Supply
 Committees)

PHED Public Health Engineering Department

TWAD Tamil Nadu Water Supply and Drainage Board

WASMO Water and Sanitation Management Organisation, Gujarat
 State

WES-Net Water and Environmental Sanitation Network

Mozambique
DAR Departamento de Água Rural (Department of Rural Water)

DAS District Water and Sanitation

DNA Direcção Nacional de Águas (National Directorate for Water)

DPOPH Provincial Department of Public Works and Housing

DWST District Water and Sanitation Team

MPWH Ministry of Public Works and Housing

South Africa
DWA Department of Water Affairs

IDP Integrated Development Plan

ISD Institutional and Social Development (a training package for
 community mobilisation)
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NSDP National Spatial Development Perspective

MIG municipal infrastructure

SSA Support Services Agent

WSA Water Services Authority

WSDP Water Services Development Plan

WSP Water Services Provider

Sri Lanka
CWSSP Community Water Supply and Sanitation Project (formally
 ended in December 2010)

MWSD Ministry of Water Supply and Drainage

NWSDB National Water Supply and Drainage Board

Pradeshiya Sabhas local government entities

RWSSC [1] Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Centre

RWSSC [2] Rural Water Supply Support Cell (in Pradeshiya Sabhas office)

RWSSU Rural Water Supply Support Units (district-level)

Thailand
DLA Department of Local Administration

DWR Department of Water Resources

MOI Ministry of Interior

MOPH Ministry of Public Health

MWA Metropolitan Waterworks Authority

PWA Provincial Waterworks Authority

TAO Tambon Administrative Organisation

RTG  Royal Thai Government

Uganda
CBMS Community Based Management System

DLG District Local Government

DWD Directorate for Water Development (a department of the
 Ministry of Water and Environment)

DWO District Water Office

DWSCC District Water and Sanitation Coordination Committee

DWSDCG District Water and Sanitation Development Conditional
 Grant
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MWE Ministry of Water and Environment

RGC Rural Growth Centre

RUWASA Rural Water and Sanitation

TSU Technical Support Unit (deconcentrated office of the DWD)

UWASNET Uganda Water and Sanitation NGO Network

WSSB Water Supply and Sewerage Board (sub-county)

WUC Water User Committee

USA
EPA Environmental Protection Agency

NRWA National Rural Water Association

RCAP  Rural Community Assistance Partnership

RUS  Rural Utilities Service

USDA  United States Department of Agriculture
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Glossary

Glossary

Alignment The process through which development partners align 
their aid to the recipient country’s policy agenda and 
systems, such as their financial and monitoring systems. 

Capacity support The support activities towards water service authorities. 
They are typically provided by central ministries, or 
deconcentrated agencies of such ministries operating at 
regional or provincial level. It includes, among others, the 
provision of technical assistance, monitoring support and 
training of service authority staff.

Community-based 
management

The service provision option whereby communities 
control management of their water supplies. For 
practical purposes, day-to-day responsibility lies with a 
representative group of community people, often referred 
to as a water committee, elected to take up this task. 
Although this group may involve local caretakers or small 
entrepreneurs, the committee remains responsible for 
ensuring a sustainable service, and accountable to the 
community at large. 

Coordination In the context of aid effectiveness, the mechanisms 
(both formal and informal) through which sector actors 
articulate their activities and strategies amongst each 
other, and how they negotiate their role in or contribution 
to the sector.

Decentralisation The transfer of authority and responsibility for governance 
and public service delivery from a higher to a lower level of 
government. There are different forms of decentralisation, 
as defined on p27.

Delegated management All forms of contractual relationships between a water 
asset owner and an operator.

Harmonisation The approach of donors coming together to develop 
common arrangements, procedures and information 
sharing mechanisms for their aid flows. 

Intermediate level The level where the functions of the service authority 
such as planning, coordination, regulation and oversight, 
and technical assistance, take place. We use the term 
the intermediate level (i.e. in between the national and 
community level) of local government, such as district, 
commune, governorate or municipality, or whatever the 
exact administrative name given in a particular country, as 
a generic term to describe this level.

Continued      
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Life-cycle  
(of a water service)

The different stages through which a water services 
goes, from its initial capital investment phase, a service 
provision phase, the capital maintenance phase, and then 
subsequent upgrading, expansion and replacement.

Life-cycle costs All the costs of water supply throughout its life-cycle. 
These include the categories as identified on p25.

Post-construction support The ongoing support to water service providers, be they 
community-based or private. It may consist of aspects 
such as monitoring support, technical assistance, training 
and re-training, and advisory services.

Professionalisation  
(of community-based 
management)

The process of gradual involvement of professional staff 
in community-based service providers, and application 
of professional management principles to the service 
provider. In its simplest form, it may involve the hiring of 
a paid staff member, such as a plumber or administrator. 
More advanced forms may involve the hiring of an external 
operator to carry out some tasks. It also entails the 
application of principles of professional management, 
such as performance-based management, with the view of 
operating the service provision at professional standards. 

Projectised A term taken to mean a fragmented approach to 
investment or support which is largely disparate and un-
coordinated and which results in a patchwork of solutions, 
rather than a more comprehensive or holistic approach 

Project cycle The cycle followed during the capital-intensive 
implementation phase of a water service.

Regulation The provision of a set of rules, norms, monitoring and 
enforcement processes that ensure service providers meet 
nationally set guidelines and standards.

Scaling up Scaling up is a familiar term in the water and sanitation 
sectors but means different things to different people. 
We refer to scaling up as the combination of vertical 
scaling up, or the institutionalisation of the functions 
and approaches that make sustainability possible, and 
horizontal scaling up, meaning the application of these 
principles in a broader geographical area.

Self-supply The situation, in which individual households (or 
sometimes even a group of neighbours) invest in gradually 
improving their own service, and where the O&M is also 
done by the household themselves.

Service authority Service authorities are the institutions that fulfil functions 
in relation to water supply, such as planning, coordination, 
regulation and oversight, and technical assistance, but 
not the actual service provision itself. Typically these 
authorities are located at the intermediate level and 
in most countries are carried out by local government 
(district, municipalities or communes).

Continued
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Service provider The institutions or individuals that deliver water to the 
users. They are responsible for the day-to-day provision of 
water, and include tasks such as operation, maintenance 
and administration of the water system. They may be 
community organisations, small private operators, public 
sector utilities or companies, or NGOs and faith-based 
organisations.

Sustainability The concept is used liberally in the sector, and there 
are numerous interpretations of what this may mean. 
We follow the definition of Abrams (1998) describing 
sustainability as: ‘whether or not something continues 
to work over time’ (meaning, in this case, the indefinite 
provision of a water service [with certain agreed 
characteristics] over time). 

Service Delivery Approach 
(SDA)

The conceptual approach taken at sector level to the 
provision of rural water supply services, which emphasises 
the entire life-cycle of a service, consisting of both the 
hard (engineering or construction elements) and software 
required to provide a certain service level. 

Service Delivery Model 
(SDM)

The practical application of the principles behind the SDA 
to a given context, including agreed legal and institutional 
frameworks for delivering a service, the levels of service, 
and commonly understood and accepted roles for public, 
private or community actors.

Service levels The normative set of attributes that describe the water 
service received. These typically include the quantity, 
quality, distance and continuity of the supply. These can 
be grouped into a service ladder.

Water service The provision of access to a flow of water with certain 
characteristics, as defined in the service levels.

Continued
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Analytical tools for country studies

Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

1.  Definition of Service Delivery 
Models (SDMs) and modalities 
in policy and laws

This element refers to the way in which water 
service delivery is formally defined in the national 
policy and legal framework, and the extent to which 
different sector stakeholders align to that. This 
includes, for example, a vision of the sector (targets 
and goals) and its broader position in development 
policy. A second aspect is the definition of the 
various levels of service (in terms of quantity, 
quality, distance, uses, provision to different sized 
settlements, functionality, etc.). Finally, this element 
refers to both the main paradigm(s) that exist 
regarding service delivery, and the modalities through 
which these can be provided, i.e. the definition of 
institutional framework for service delivery. Asset  
ownership is an important part of that; if there are 
doubts about where ownership lies, leveraging the 
financing for maintenance and asset replacement 
may be problematic. 

2. Decentralisation policy This element refers to the extent of and way in 
which decentralised service delivery is carried out in 
terms of the roles, responsibilities and resources, as 
well as the programmatic structures. For example, 
there may be one national water supply programme, 
guided from national level but carried out at 
decentralised level. Or, each local government 
may have its own programme. It also refers to the 
extent to which development partners contribute 
or not to this policy and programme. For countries 
where decentralisation is in process, it also refers 
to the way that process is structured and how 
decision-making, assets and staff are owned and/
or transferred to the decentralised level. Four facets 
of decentralisation are commonly seen: financial, 
political, functional and administrative. 

Continued      



 ANNEXES 171

Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

3.  Oversight (regulation)  
and accountability

With decentralisation of responsibility for service 
delivery to intermediate levels, national government 
plays an increasingly important role in oversight, 
regulation and enforcement, so as to ensure 
accountability from service providers to users and to 
national governments, including elected branch of 
government. This element includes the frameworks, 
tools and mechanisms that have been put in place. 
As examples, sector monitoring and reporting at an 
aggregate level; innovative approaches to service 
provider accountability to national government; and 
the mutual accountability between governments and 
development partners.

4.  Mechanisms for coordination, 
learning, support and technical 
assistance to intermediate level  
(sector learning)

In many countries decentralisation is not only 
about the formal policies and frameworks that 
guide it. Many local authorities need and will 
continue to need support in many forms, ranging 
from access to information, capacity to learn and 
reflect, technical assistance, etc. This element 
refers to the mechanisms that exist for learning and 
support, both at national level, and downwards to 
the intermediate level. It includes elements such 
as presence and use of sector information systems, 
resource centres, sector meetings, inclusion of 
water in university curricula, etc. 

5. Financing This element refers to four aspects: 1) the sources 
of financing (taxes, transfers, tariffs, donor funds, 
community contribution, private sector); 2) the 
way in which financial flows in the sector are 
earmarked, for example the percentage of grants 
to be dedicated to CapEx, OpEx, CapManEx, direct 
support costs, etc., but also what is needed at 
sector level for indirect support costs; 3) the ways 
in which these financial flows are coordinated 
and managed at national level (SWAps, five-year 
expenditure frameworks, off-budget, project-
based), and downwards to the intermediate level 
(annual disbursement cycles, conditional grants, 
unconditional grants, project-based); and 4) an 
indication of the relative size of financial flows and 
routing.

Continued
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Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

6.  Organisational culture  
and behaviour with respect  
to harmonisation and 
coordination

This element refers to cultural and individual 
attitudes, experiences, beliefs and values of 
an organization at international, national and 
intermediate levels. The particular set of values 
and/or norms within groups and people in an 
organisation that direct the way in which they 
interact with each other and with stakeholders 
outside the organisation. 

7.  Institutional responsibilities for 
the different stages of the life-
cycle of service provision

This element refers to the definition of roles and 
responsibilities for different functions (planning, 
construction, post-construction support, O&M, 
monitoring, training, etc.): who should fulfil the 
functions, and whether the functions are covered 
adequately by these actors. 

8.  Coordination mechanisms  
and platforms

Apart from a definition of the roles of each 
stakeholder in services provision, there is a need 
for coordination mechanisms between them. 
Under this element, the mechanisms (platforms, 
bodies, etc.) for such coordination are described 
and analysed in terms of their effectiveness. 
Coordination refers to all stages in the life-cycle, 
from coordination of efforts to address capital 
investment needs, to the identification of needs to 
provide post-construction support. Typical issues 
include coordination between NGOs active in a 
district; and mechanisms for coordination between 
those with governance functions and those with 
service provision functions. Coordination between 
different government bodies may also be included, 
particularly where some functions are decentralised 
and others are deconcentrated.

9.  Monitoring and information 
systems for full service delivery

This element refers to mechanisms and systems 
in place for collecting a range of information on 
water systems (schemes) in districts, and access to 
these for use by different stakeholders in planning 
processes. It is also closely related to issues of 
access to information and accountability, both 
upwards to central government and donors, and 
downwards to communities.

Continued
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Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

10.  Strategic planning for  
full life-cycle for service  
delivery (capital projects, 
operations and post- 
construction support)

Under this element, the focus is on medium-term 
strategic planning approaches and mechanisms 
for the full life-cycle of delivery of services, 
according to the defined norms and standards, so 
entailing capital investments, ongoing provision 
and post-construction support for the entire area of 
jurisdiction at intermediate level. This also refers to 
how priority setting and targeting of investments is 
done for and with different groups within the area of 
jurisdiction. As examples, checking whether specific 
measures are in place to target the most vulnerable 
and poorest groups, whether there are pro-poor 
policies or criteria, and whether investments are 
biased to certain areas.

11.  Financial planning for  
all life-cycle costs

This element refers to the financial component of 
strategic planning (see previous element). Such 
planning should consider all costs: CapEx, OpEx, 
CapManEx and direct support costs. It includes all 
income, and sources of income, including tariffs, 
transfers (from national government), taxes, donor 
grants, and both public and private investments. 
It also refers to the consistency between planning 
and availability of sources of funding (grants, direct 
investments, customer tariffs and contributions) to 
cover these costs, including both public and private 
financing mechanisms. Of particular importance 
is the clarity and consistency in terms of expected 
contributions of different customer groups and, 
inversely, the targeting of subsidies. Although this 
element is part of the previous one, it is listed as 
a separate element because of its importance, and 
the fact that it is often neglected.

12.  Project implementation 
approaches

This refers to the approaches followed by actors 
at intermediate level, both in capital projects and 
ongoing support. Of particular importance is the 
standardisation of aspects such as creation of 
demand for improved services, health and hygiene 
promotion, and the use of supporting tools such 
as manuals and guidelines. Another aspect is how 
these approaches are articulated in short-term 
(annual) planning cycles, as well as in project 
cycles. 

Continued
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Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

13.  Capacity (resources, supply 
chain, structures, systems  
and procedures, etc.) to  
fulfil functions during the 
entire life-cycle of service 
provision, and to carry out 
governance functions

Apart from clear responsibilities, there must be 
capacity at the intermediate level for both service 
provision and governance functions. Capacity 
refers to human resources (management, technical 
assistants, private operators, hardware shops, etc.) 
within the area, as well as material (computers, 
vehicles, etc.). The type of capacity required differs 
through the stages of the life-cycle and in terms 
of the type of system. For example, in the post-
construction support phase spare part supply chains 
are relevant; during capital investment projects 
hardware and machines are needed, along with 
expertise in software.

14.  Embedding delivery in 
framework for integrated water 
resources management (IWRM)

Sustainability of rural water supply services is 
affected more and more by increased competition 
over water resources. Rural water supply services 
therefore need to take into account water resources 
issues and the principles of IWRM. This implies 
that at levels above the community (sub-catchment, 
district, etc.) an assessment is made of available 
resources and how these affect service delivery. 
Both strategic planning at intermediate level and 
planning of capital works needs to be done within a 
framework for IWRM. In addition, efforts need to go 
into the promotion of representation of the rural 
water supply sector in platforms for water resources 
management. Under this element, an analysis 
should be made of how this is taken into account in 
service delivery. In many countries this implies 
looking at the interface between local government 
and water resources institutions.

15.  Appropriate  
technology options

Technology options must be appropriate for the 
physical and socio-economic environment. Under 
this element, the focus is on the range of options 
available to communities to support full coverage, 
sustainability, and the ability to respond to 
changing demand for higher levels of service. A key 
issue is finding a balance between the development 
and use of innovative technologies, and standardi-
sation to allow for economies of scale in, for 
example, the supply chain.

Continued
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Principle Explanation

Enabling environment at national level

16.  Institutional arrangement  
for service provision

At community-level effective service providers need 
to be in place to manage the service. This can be 
CBOs, under the community-management 
approach, or other service provision management 
models (private operators, etc.). This element 
focuses on the type of providers that exist legally, as 
well as the type of contractual arrangements and 
regulations in place (service agreement, lease 
contract, etc.). Much of this should reflect national 
policy, but there is frequently local innovation and 
variation.

17.  Mechanisms and  
approaches for customer 
participation in the full life-
cycle of the service

The basis for sustainability is laid during capital 
works’ projects. During such works, demand is 
created for services, and capacity is developed at 
community level to operate and manage the 
services. Ample evidence shows the importance of 
participatory planning tools and approaches in this. 
The same applies to other phases of the life-cycle. 
During O&M this can be in the form of mechanisms 
for customer relations and feed-back to service 
providers. Under this element the focus is on the 
mechanisms and approaches for customer 
participation, and the quality of these, during the 
full life-cycle. 

18.  Financial arrangements  
for service provision

This element looks at the financial arrangements for 
water services provision. A first aspect is clarity on 
expected customer contributions in different stages 
of the life-cycle, including initial contributions to 
capital works in the case of CBM, or other upfront 
investment arrangements. Another aspect is the 
arrangements in place for sound financial manage-
ment, such as CBO bank accounts, access to 
commercial loans, billing software activities, or 
audits undertaken by independent auditors.

Continued
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Triple-S principles framework

Areas of 
principle

Levels of intervention
Water service 
provision Intermediate National International

Policy,
legislation 
and
institutional 
factors

Water infrastructure, 
service levels and 
management
arrangements are part 
of a recognised and 
defined Service
Delivery Model 
(SDM), and do not 
operate in isolation.

Clear roles, 
responsibilities and 
authority exist at 
decentralised levels 
to ensure the delivery 
and oversight of 
water services under 
relevant management 
arrangements. They 
also exist for system 
construction, O&M, 
post-construction 
support, upgrading, 
system expansion and 
replacement.

Policies and institu-
tional structures are 
adopted to enable the 
SDA. Service models, 
service levels and 
responsibilities for 
planning, regulation 
and providers are 
clearly defined. There 
is clear legal status 
for providers includ-
ing asset ownership. 
Support is provided 
to all institutions 
responsible for 
service delivery at 
decentralised and ser-
vice provider level. 

Development partner 
funding policies 
support sector reform 
processes that enable 
the adoption of an 
SDA.

Financing Service providers 
and consumers 
understand the 
benefits of full life-
cycle costing. Clear 
strategies are in place 
to increase demand 
for a water service. 
There is a willingness 
to commit resources 
to operational and 
capital maintenance 
expenditure.

Financial planning 
accounts for full 
life-cycle costs, and 
service delivery is 
supported within 
available funding, 
through a combina-
tion of public sector
financing, local 
revenues, tariffs and 
subsidies.

The concept of full 
life-cycle costs is 
embedded: financial 
mechanisms, budget 
processes and dis-
bursement systems 
reflect this approach, 
including the costs 
of support to institu-
tions at all levels. 
Total costs for service 
delivery are known 
and funded through 
a combination of na-
tional budgets, tariffs 
and (development 
partner) subsidies, as 
necessary.

Development-partner 
funding policies 
support full life-cycle 
costs, including non 
infrastructure ele-
ments, to enable an 
SDA.

Planning Customers participate 
in planning processes 
and consultation 
mechanisms.

Planning at decen-
tralised level is based 
on the SDA using 
economies of scale, 
with the aim of full 
coverage under appro-
priate management 
arrangements. 

Planning at all levels 
is directed by clearly 
articulated policy 
choices and priorities, 
including concerns 
for IWRM and
equitable access. 

Development partner
policies support
decentralised
planning processes.
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Areas of 
principle

Levels of intervention

Water service 
provision Intermediate National International

Transparency 
and
accountability

Customers have
access to
information and are 
informed about who 
is accountable for 
their water service; 
mechanisms are in 
place to enable them 
to voice their opinions 
on performance.

Instruments are 
enforced with ad-
equate resources for 
oversight, monitoring 
and regulation of 
water service delivery, 
including tendering 
and contracting, as 
well as accountability 
to other stakeholders 
such as customers, 
providers and civil 
society.

Oversight, monitoring 
and regulatory
instruments in place 
to ensure account-
ability of decen-
tralised government 
for service delivery.

Development partner 
funding policies 
support adoption of 
transparency and 
accountability 
mechanisms at all 
levels.

Awareness 
and skills

Service providers and 
customers are aware 
of their roles, rights 
and obligations, and 
have the skills and 
resources required to 
provide a sustainable 
service.

Skills, resources 
(including supply 
chains), information 
and long-term support 
to service providers 
are available at 
decentralised levels 
to ensure water
governance
functions.

Capacity building is a 
core policy with
defined strategies, 
and is supported 
through investment.

Development partner
funding policies
support systemic 
investments to build 
capacity at all levels 
of the water sector.

Culture of 
learning and 
information 
sharing

Service providers and 
customer stakehold-
ers participate in 
reflection and debate 
around water service 
delivery at local and 
intermediate levels.

Support mechanisms 
are available with 
adequate resources to 
facilitate information 
gathering for learning 
and innovation to
improve service 
delivery (including 
technologies and 
management arrange-
ments).

A learning culture 
is encouraged at all 
levels. Resources and 
mechanisms are put 
in place to enable 
information sharing 
on sector perfor-
mance and action 
research. 

Development partner
funding policies
support the
development of
learning and
innovation capacity in 
the water sector.

Harmonisa-
tion and 
alignment

Water infrastructure 
design, technology 
and management
arrangements adhere 
to national guidelines, 
norms, standards and
approaches,
regardless of the 
implementing entity. 

Development
partner-funded 
projects accept and 
work within planning, 
implementation and 
management arrange-
ments, and within 
budget processes, 
monitoring
arrangements and 
regulations for service 
provision set as part 
of the SDM.

Development partners 
are aligned with 
nationally-led
policies, strategies, 
planning processes 
and priorities.
Coordination
mechanisms are in 
place for feeding 
development partner 
funding into the water 
sector.

Reciprocal account-
ability arrangements 
exist between 
national governments 
and development 
partners for rural 
water service policies 
and priorities.
Development
assistance is
channelled through 
government-led
mechanisms.

Coordination Coordination 
mechanisms and 
platforms are in 
place to apply the 
SDM and create 
economies of scale, 
both for construction 
of new systems and 
follow-up support.

Cooperation and 
integration between 
national ministries 
to ensure alignment 
of water and other 
sector policies.

Coordination between 
development partners 
is improved in 
support of the SDA.
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ANNEX E

List of country reports and literature 
studies

All published reports are available for download at 
www.waterservicesthatlast.org.
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IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, The Netherlands

IRC is a modern NGO that is focused on working with a worldwide network 
of partner organisations as an innovative knowledge centre. IRC’s roots are 
in advocacy, lesson learning, knowledge management and capacity building. 
IRC has built up a strong reputation for cutting-edge innovation and action 
research aimed at providing equitable and sustainable WASH services at scale.

IRC does not directly provide WASH services. Rather we work with those 
who do, helping them to tackle the systemic challenges that lead to wasted 
investment; thereby making their investments more effective in delivering 
services to all citizens. This means working actively with practitioners in a 
number of focus countries in a participatory action research mode to identify 
challenges, fill gaps, and develop robust models for sustainable and equitable 
service delivery. We take the lessons learned from these activities and use 
them to advocate at national and international levels for improved policy and 
practice. And, we document the results of these experiences and share them 

with a wide international audience.

IRC is leading two major initiatives to improve sustainability in WASH services 
funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation: Triple-S (Sustainable Services 

at Scale) and WASHCost.

For more information, please go to www.irc.nl

Aguaconsult, UK

Aguaconsult is a UK-based company providing technical assistance and 
consulting inputs for clients around the world and has developed capacity 
and a proven-track record in relation to two principal fields: water supply, 

sanitation and hygiene and disaster risk reduction.

We work in partnership with client organisations from the public, private 
and non-profit sectors, providing collaborative solutions for a range of needs 
– from the design of sectoral or thematic programmes to evaluations and 
research. We draw on a network of professional consultants to follow-through 
with specialised services, including expert technical assistance, operational 
support and technical back-stopping. The company has expertise in all levels 
of intervention – from community-based initiatives to research and policy 
development. It has geographic experience across Latin America, Africa, the 

Central Asian states, and South and Southeast Asia.

For more information, please go to www.aguaconsult.co.uk




