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Introduction 

Background 
This report presents the main findings of the recent international symposium on Rural Water 

Services held in Kampala, Uganda in April 2010. The symposium on Rural Water Services was 

organised by the Thematic Group for Scaling-Up Rural Water Services in collaboration with a group 

of leading actors working in the rural water sector (IRC, RWSN, SKAT, WATERAID and WSP), and was 

hosted by the Ugandan Ministry of Water and Environment.  The aims of the symposium were to: 

a) provide a platform for learning about, and sharing possible ways of improving, initiatives on 

sustainable rural water services at scale 

b) debate and analyse these emerging initiatives, and  

c) identify common principles to facilitate improved policy and practise in water service 

delivery.  

The symposium was attended by some 200 delegates from 29 countries (see annexe 2 for the 

attendance list), who presented 36 papers (which can be found online at 

http://www.scalingup.watsan.net). 

The report presents a brief synthesis of the main discussions and findings of the symposium in a 

short and digestible form. It does not attempt to expand on the many excellent presentations made 

at the symposium (other than keynotes – see next section) which are all available for the interested 

reader online (see annex 1 for a full list of papers presented). 

 

Programme 
The programme flow (see annex 3 for the full symposium agenda) consisted of a morning of plenary 

work on the first day, during which six keynote papers helped set the scene and posed leading 

questions for the remainder of the symposium.  This was followed by one and a half days of working 

in parallel streams (with plenary feedback) followed by a half day of wrap up on Thursday 15th, that 

included a panel discussion addressing the major themes identified by the work group.  A total of 36 

invited papers were presented in the plenary and parallel streams: these can be found online at 

http://www.scalingup.watsan.net/page/301 and are listed in annex 1. 

The four parallel work streams were:  

i. Models for support to service delivery 
ii. Costs and financing of sustainable decentralised WASH services 

iii. Harmonisation and coordination at national and international level 
iv. Governance 

Each stream discussed and identified the main points of agreement, emerging issues and main areas 

where more work is required in its area.  The outputs of the work streams were shared in plenary 

sessions and are briefly summarised in the next section. 



Summary of working sessions 

This section of the report briefly summarises the findings of the different working sessions, starting 

with the keynote addresses; followed by the four parallel working sessions; and finishing with the 

main panel discussions. 

 

Keynote presentations 
Six invited keynote presentations were made, to kick off the symposium and to enlarge on key 

points made in the symposium background paper.   

The keynotes started from the observation that while the last decades have seen a huge investments 

in provision of drinking water supply infrastructure in rural areas that have led to impressive gains in 

coverage, there are nonetheless serious challenges: key amongst them being that at any one time 

some 30% (on average) of the infrastructure is not functioning. 

The presenters identified a number of reasons for this failure, many of them familiar.  They include 

amongst others: an over-reliance on community members to operate and maintain sometimes 

complex water supply infrastructure; a persistent lack of coordination and harmonisation between 

different sector actors; and, different exogenous factors such as water resource scarcity.  In addition 

to these, keynotes focussed on the tendency for the sector to focus almost exclusively on the 

construction of new infrastructure (in large and small projects) at the expense of looking at issues of 

post-construction support, including rehabilitation and replacement of older infrastructure. 

It was proposed that at the heart of these challenges lies a failure to treat rural water supply as a 

service: that is, to focus on hardware construction rather than sustainable service delivery.  A Service 

Delivery Approach (SDA) would, in contrast, focus on the service to be delivered in terms of 

indicators such as quantity, quality, accessibility and reliability of access to water.  Different levels of 

service can and should be purposively identified using nationally agreed service delivery ladders, and 

service provision should be monitored against these normative levels.  Such an approach sets the 

broad operating rules for providing rural water services, through clearly defined Service Delivery 

Models (SDM): technical and management models, supported by relevant governance functions, 

financial models, policies and laws. The focus for providing necessary governance functions is the 

‘intermediate’ level of local government and service providers. 

A number of existing management models were identified, several of which leave much to be 

desired.  Five broad groupings are: 

i. Build it, leave it, and hope for the best - irresponsible 

ii. Community-based O&M - insufficient 

iii. Community-based O&M with external support 

iv. Commercial models involving the private sector in management and maintenance 

v. Self-supply (with external support) 

Of these, the first two (build, leave, hope for the best and community based operation and 

maintenance) probably represent the bulk of existing rural water supplies.  Although the second is 

clearly an improvement on the first, both will arguably lead to high levels of breakdown.  It was 

argued that community management needs external support from a range of actors: post-



construction support.  And that as schemes get increasingly complex, providing higher levels of 

services to wealthier communities, the number of roles in service delivery that can be 

commercialised or undertaken by (local) private sector actors grows. This is the situation 

represented by models iii and iv, both of which represent a professionalization of community 

management.   Self-supply, in which water users find their own sources and provide their own 

services was also identified as an often overlooked SDM, and one that could also benefit from 

professional support services. 

Linked to these models, a number of generic ‘pieces of the puzzle’ were identified, which if in place 

should lead to greater sustainability of services, including: 

- The creation of real demand 

- Management by users 

- External support to users 

- Financing of full recurrent costs 

- Means: skills, tools and spares 

- Enabling environment 

However, the core message was the need to support and professionalise community management, 

through the separation of service delivery and service oversight functions; improved accountability 

and oversight – perhaps through regulation; and the use of the subsidiarity principal to ensure local 

flexibility and adaptability.  It was also noted that adopting service delivery models has implications 

for financing, particularly the need to look beyond initial construction costs to eventual major 

repairs, rehabilitation and eventually replacement.  

 

Work streams 
During the day and a half of parallel work streams, each group took part in paper presentations and 

discussions under four main headings: 

a. Service delivery models 

b. Costs and financing of sustainable decentralised WASH services 

c. Harmonisation and coordination at national and international level 

d. Governance 

Summary paragraphs from each stream are provided below, while lists of bullets point outputs from 

the groups are included in annex 4. 

a. Service delivery models 

Community management has been established as the predominant model for the rural sector, but 

after well over a decade of experience is it really working and what alternative management 

arrangements for rural water supply are worth considering: including self-supply and private sector 

delegation or others?  Moreover can these management options deliver sustainable services without 

also addressing up-stream policy, legislation and financing frameworks at the same time?  

Discussions in this stream on models for support to service delivery centred on practical examples 

and asked what change processes are needed at sector level for sustainable service delivery models. 



In all, the presentations and discussion boiled down to three key issues:  

1. The need to encourage the ‘professionalization’ of community managed service delivery: 

making community management more viable or commercially-orientated and more efficient.  

The challenge here is to reconcile more professional approaches with the community 

expectations and ability to pay for services. 

2. The need to institutionalise post-construction support so that communities are not left 

unsupported once a new water supply scheme has been built.  Post construction support covers 

a wide range of services from spare parts through technical support to financial oversight and 

ongoing training programmes.  

3. Finally, formal legal regulation and accountability mechanisms are required, especially if there 

is a move towards ‘professionalization’ of community-management, making it appropriately 

accountable, regardless of who (private sector, community or other) are providing the service.  

b. Costs and financing of sustainable decentralised WASH services 

Discussions in the ‘financing’ stream made it clear that in fact the boundaries of the stream were 

considerably wider than financing alone, stretching to cover a broad range of finance, costing and 

governance related issues in service delivery.   

This said, if there was a single clear point of agreement it was that for sustainability to work the 

‘finance equation’ needs to be balanced for the full life-cycle of service delivery hardware and 

software.  That is, the costs of service provision need to be balanced by clearly identified finance 

streams: the famous “three Ts” of tariffs, taxes or transfers (user tariffs, government contributions - 

taxes, or external support – transfers). The costs need to be all the costs associated with providing a 

service: initial capital investment, operations and minor maintenance, major maintenance, repair 

and rehabilitation (capital maintenance), and the costs of support services. The balance between 

these three finance streams, the precise proportion that comes from each of the “Ts” is a matter for 

local and national agreement. What is essential is that the combined finances are sufficient to meet 

the combined costs service - indefinitely.   

The group touched on the issue of whether rural water services can ever be entirely ‘self-sufficient’ 

in financing, i.e. can user tariffs alone ever be sufficient to cover all cost elements without any 

external subsidy in the form of government or other transfers.  However, while generating much 

discussion there was no clear agreement on this and it remains an open question.   

c. Harmonisation and coordination 

Discussions in this group revolved around two rather different aspects of harmonisation and 

coordination: coordination between actors involved in service delivery at sub-national levels; and, 

donor coordination and harmonisation with government at the national level, often using the 

mechanism of a sector wide approach (SWAp). 

In both cases, the paramount importance of strong government leadership is inescapable.  

Government must be able to provide not just a mechanism for coordination, but a strong guiding 

vision of sector development.  Whether it is a question of national government coordinating donors 

and international NGOs, or local government ensuring that different actors coordinate their 



activities at the sub-national level – someone has to lead the coordination efforts and that someone 

should be government. 

d. Governance 

Good governance requires that the range of sector actors (donors, central government, regulator, 

local government, private sector, civil society and citizens) work within a framework that makes 

clear their different roles and responsibility and that contains mechanisms to ensure oversight 

(supervision) and accountability.  Of particular importance in improving governance of rural water 

services, and in their professionalization, are the issues of separation of powers, accountability, 

oversight and regulation.   

The group identified the need to separate the functions related, on the one hand, to service delivery 

(the day to day operation and management of water services) from those related to service 

authority (overseeing the actions of those providing the service).  Many of the problems identified in 

poor service delivery come back to a failure to properly separate these two aspects and, linked to 

this, the difficulty in ensuring proper oversight and accountability.  In the end, it is essential that 

those who deliver water services are rendered accountable to the users of services. 

Conclusions: the end of the beginning for rural water supply 
“Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the 

beginning.” Churchill 

The symposium ended by a panel debate where the main issues and questions of the symposium 

were discussed by experts, particularly focusing on the way forward. This was followed by a 

summary presentation by Patrick Moriarty, which aimed to summarise the main points of discussion 

at the event. This section of the report brings together the main findings of the symposium, based 

on the work of the different streams, as well as the discussions of the experts in the panel and the 

inputs of all those who presented papers. It attempts to capture the shared feeling of the 

participants and is based in large part on a summative presentation given at the end of the 

symposium.   

Findings of the symposium are split between those areas where it was easiest to identify a strong 

emerging consensus; and those where there was still some or considerable discussion and debate.   

 

Emerging points of agreement 
It is clear that in all countries represented at the symposium the rural water sector is undergoing a 

period of profound change after, arguably, having seen something of a hiatus during the 1990s.  

Powerful drivers are affecting the sector and its actors: decentralisation, harmonisation and 

professionalization to name some of the most significant. Importantly, many of these drivers to 

change, particularly decentralisation, are not particular to the water sector; they are political and 

socio-economic trends affecting the whole of society and to which the water sector (like other 

sectors) has to respond.   



From system to service 

The main theme of the symposium – the need to move from ‘systems to services’ – from a focus on 

the provision of new infrastructure to the un-served, to providing indefinitely sustainable services 

was widely shared.  Even in countries that still have relatively low levels of absolute coverage, the 

problem of poor functionality (slippage) is widely recognised.  There was, equally, wide recognition 

of the need to move beyond construction of new infrastructure, through one off projects, and 

towards a focus on providing post-construction support.  Projects will always be necessary – for 

construction of new infrastructure, or upgrading of old – but projects need to be embedded within 

an agreed framework for rural service delivery; they are not and can never be a replacement for 

such a framework. 

Community management, plus 

Community management is and is likely to continue to be the heart of what the sector does and how 

it works.  This was an important finding, as the community management model has been under 

intense scrutiny for several years, with suggestions that it is maybe time to move towards other 

models – often based on the private sector.  However, the clear consensus of the symposium was 

that community management offers the best available model at this time for providing sustainable 

rural services.  

That said, all is not well with community management.  Largely because of the lack of the framework 

for providing long-term, post construction support, too many community owned and managed 

systems are failing – contributing to the problem of slippage.  Community management as a model 

sought to overcome problems of failing centralised delivery of rural water services by drawing on 

communities’ own resources. However, the need for support and backstopping for communities, 

and the costs of adequately providing such support, were largely ignored or under-stated.   

Community management does indeed, therefore, need to be professionalized – but not necessarily 

privatised.  It needs to stop being seen as an ad-hoc reaction to the failures of centralised state 

supply, and to be given a proper basis in law and institutional structure to allow it to be supported 

and overseen like any other form of service delivery.  The symposium identified, as being particularly 

important, the need to address accountability and oversight within the community management 

model.  How are community service providers to be held accountable for the quality of service 

received?  And how are those supposed to support community management to be held accountable 

for the provision of these supporting roles?  Key to answering these questions is a more formal 

separation of functions (roles and responsibilities) for providing rural water services. In particular, it 

is crucial to separate service provision from service oversight (or regulation).  A vital failing of 

community management in its present form is that too often the providers of the service are also 

the regulator or overseer of the service. 

Community management therefore needs a ‘plus’: an additional supporting framework of legal 

provisions, technical and financial backstopping, and proper regulation and oversight that will allow 

it to emerge as a fully fledged model for service delivery.  



No silver bullets 

Providing rural water services is irreducibly complicated, and sometimes complex; there is no single 

solution to improving sustainability.  Sustainable services rely on an interlocking network of different 

actors and institutions – all of which need to function at least ‘well enough’.    Ensuring that rural 

water supplies are sustainable therefore means working with the ‘whole system’ – from regulation 

through provision of adequately resources support services to ensuring oversight and accountability.  

In particular, attention is needed to the activities and functions that fall under the heading ‘post 

construction support’.  Once a community has been provided with a new service that it is supposed 

to manage, there is a need for the indefinite provision of a number of critical support functions to 

ensure sustainability.  These include, but are not limited to: spare part provision; technical support; 

financial and managerial support; repeat training; design and planning advice.  If any of these 

functions are missing, it is almost inevitable that the service will fail, either for physical or managerial 

reasons.  A large part of defining a service delivery approach lies in identifying and ensuring that 

these functions are being provided. 

 

Outstanding questions 
Besides the emerging points of agreement on the direction of rural water services, a number of 

outstanding areas of discussion remain, where agreement is limited to defining the problem rather 

than identifying solutions. 

Financial sustainability 

The first of these relates to the vexed question of financial sustainability.  Put simply, there was no 

agreement about whether rural water services can ever be fully internally sustainable: that is, with 

full cost-recovery from users meeting all costs of service provision over the service life-cycle. Many 

voices advocate that some level of subsidy will always be required – even if this is just in the form of 

cross-subsidy from easier to serve urban areas.  There was agreement, however, that better 

understanding and greater clarity on ensuring a balance between financial flows and costs over the 

whole life-cycle of service delivery is essential.  That is, that the costs of providing a service through 

the different stages of the service delivery life-cycle (capital investment, operation and minor 

maintenance, rehabilitation, upgrading and major repairs) as well as the costs of providing the 

required support services need to be balanced by some combination of user payment for services 

(tariffs), or government subsidy from taxation or donors through transfers.   Failure to balance this 

equation of costs against finances will inevitably lead to slippage. 

Service levels 

Linked to this discussion, another area with no clear consensus is the question of what is an 

acceptable level of rural service.  In fact, this question is clearly context dependent and can only be 

answered as part of a national (or local) dialogue which identifies, for a given level of service, the 

finance streams that will cover all associated costs.  The heart of the discussion that needs to be 

undertaken at a national level has to do with identifying not just the level of service, but the 

component of finance that will be met from each of the three major streams (tariffs, transfers, 



taxes) – including the role of cross-subsidy either within a scheme or between different parts of the 

overall water supply system in a country (for example cross-subsidy of rural water supply from urban 

tariffs). 

Multiple uses 

This question which was touched on at various points during the symposium relates to the 

underlying assumptions about the type of service that is provided (and that is appropriate) in rural 

settings.  That is, should rural water services focus solely on providing ‘domestic’ water supplies 

(however defined), or should they also take cognisance of the wider set of water needs of rural 

water users including for non-domestic activities such as livestock rearing, homestead gardening and 

small business. 

Self supply 

The reason that many rural water services continue to function in the absence of some or all of the 

external support identified as being essential is down to various forms of self supply.  Whether it is 

self supply of wells and boreholes, or of spare parts or of technical skills, the reality is that many 

communities and individuals manage to draw on resources from informal sources to maintain their 

services.  This entrepreneurial energy, which has always been an important underlying assumption 

of community management, needs to be supported and built on when professionalizing rural water 

service provision.  Identifying how to do this remains an important challenge to the 

professionalization of the sector. 

 

What’s next? 
The quote at the beginning of the chapter, from Sir Winston Churchill, seems apt as a summary for 

what emerged from the symposium as the current stage of development of the community based 

model for rural water service provision: we are at the end of the beginning.  A system that in many 

ways emerged as a piecemeal reaction to a lack (perceived and real) of ability of central government 

to provide sustainable services; that has been implemented as patchwork of different models across 

the rural landscape, is finally coming of age.  In other words, the discussions and recommendations 

of the symposium reflect a maturing of the community management paradigm; recognition that 

while not everything is perfect, there is a solid basis of experience from around the world on which 

to build.  How to move forward, how to build on what has been acquired, how to reduce slippage 

and increase sustainability: these are the questions that now demand the attention of the sector. 

In the words of various participants at the symposium it is now a question of ‘professionalising’ 

community management, but also of moving from ‘conceptualising’ a full service delivery approach 

to ‘operationalising’ it.  To this extent, a central objective of the symposium can be said to have been 

achieved – although it is perhaps more correct to say that among the leading practitioners and 

thinkers in the sector who attended, the paradigm shift had already taken place.  There was no 

argument that the shift from system to service is required, the question (and discussion) revolved 

around how to achieve it. 

 



The many examples that were captured in the high quality presentations made throughout the 

symposium provide elements of the answer, although no country can yet claim to have truly ‘solved’ 

community management.  These elements include some of those mentioned earlier: clarification of 

roles and responsibilities; creation of decentralised capacity to support communities; creation of 

mechanisms for oversight and accountability; strengthening of monitoring systems.   

However, the implication of moving from the conceptualisation of rural water service delivery to its 

implementation implies the need to move from general statements of concept to the nitty-gritty of 

operational reality.  The devil is in the detail, and the detail has to be worked out within the context 

of different countries.  There are few sweeping generalisations that can be made at the global level 

that have not been made already or do not risk tending to the trivial.  The operationalisation of 

community management means an exhaustive and perhaps exhausting process of building the 

frameworks and ensuring the linkages between the different elements that exist already.  This is 

seldom now about policy; but rather about legislation – often at the levels of by-laws. It is about 

ensuring national dialogue to develop a high level of agreement on the service delivery model for 

rural water services within a country; identifying the permissible range of management and 

technological options (including room for experimentation and innovation); and, then, ensuring 

coordination and harmonization around these.  National frameworks are required, particularly 

documents such as strategic sector development plans that provide a single and holistic overview of 

the objectives and priority activities of the sector.  However, these are meaningless unless 

underpinned by broad based nationwide sector reform, change and capacity development.   

To summarise and repeat, the broad based change that needs to be worked out in each country and 

locality includes, but is by no means limited to: 

- Agreement of a rural water service delivery model and appropriate levels of service 

- Fine tuning of legislation and regulation to this model and/or change of policy where 

required 

- Clarification and separation of roles and responsibilities: particularly separation of service 

delivery and service oversight (or regulation) functions 

- Support for appropriate and relevant regulation mechanisms both between consumers and 

service providers, and service authorities and providers 

- Balancing the financial equation to ensure long term, predictable and harmonised financial 

flows (from tariffs, transfers and taxes) that meet the full life-cycle costs of service delivery 

- Strengthening of monitoring and creation of mechanisms for accountability that focus on 

actual services delivered. 

If all of these priorities can be summed up in a sentence, it is probably to say that the next steps in 

community managed rural water services, the beginning of the end, are about strengthened 

governance and even more importantly, improved management. About moving away from the 

scramble to do things (to build anything just to meet the crushing unmet need) to starting to doing 

the right things (providing services) in the right way (sustainably and predictably). 
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Annex 4: outputs from working groups 
Outputs from the parallel stream working groups, compiled by raporteurs from each group 

Service delivery models 
Community management has been established as the predominant model for the rural sector, but 

after well over a decade of experience is it really working and what alternative management 

arrangements for rural water supply are worth considering, including self-supply and private sector 

delegation or others? Moreover can these management options deliver sustainable services without 

also addressing up-stream policy, legislation and financing frameworks at the same time?  

Discussions in this stream on models for support to service delivery centred on practical examples 

and asked what change processes are needed at sector level for sustainable service delivery models. 

In all, the presentations and discussion boiled down to three key issues:  

1. To encourage the ‘professionalization’ of service delivery: making community management more 

viable or commercially-orientated and more efficient, as such examples given in the case studies 

from Tanzania and Colombia (Rojas et al 2010, and Kashilah 2010).  The challenge here is to reconcile 

more professional approaches with the profit-motive and community expectations.  Links with 

supporting a more ‘professional’ self-supply through micro-finance were highlighted in the Zambia 

case studies (Munkonge et al and Sutton). 

2. Institutionalizing post-construction support was another key issue highlighted.  Examples from a 

number of countries such as Tanzania, (Kashilah 2010), and Honduras, (Rivera 2010), showed how 

post-construction support has been integrated into government policy and how peer-to-peer 

examples work in Colombia, (Rojas et al, 2010). 

3. Regulation and accountability mechanisms which required, especially if there is a move towards 

‘professionalization’ of community-management, making it appropriately accountable, regardless of 

who (private sector, community or other) are being regulated.  

Challenges to sustainable rural water supply 

 Finance: insufficient investment and risk of government and community dependence on donors. 

 Focus on new facilities together with lack of investment in post-construction support.  

 Lack of accountability and poor regulation – both of the sector in general and relating to 

management of sector organisations. Unclear roles and responsibilities – both sector wide and at 

the community level  

 Lack of community capacity and lack of support for operating entities to keep services 

maintained and delivering. 

 Funds don’t follow responsibilities (“discontents of decentralization”) 

 Role of networks and linkages – coordination is limited and there is duplication 

 

Underlying causes and trends 

 Lack of coordination at each level – limited communication 

 Inadequate and uncoordinated finance mechanisms at different levels which are insufficient to 

cover the full costs 



 Lack of mechanisms for oversight, accountability and enforcement. 

 Unclear roles and responsibilities – both sector wide and at the community level 

 In most cases there is no enforcement mechanisms or regulation in place for the rural sector 

 Incomplete or politically restrained process of decentralisation – lack of decision-making, 

capacity or financial autonomy. 

 

Principles and good practice to address sustainability  

In general it was agreed that the main principal is the need to scale up service delivery – not just to 

replicate systems.  Therefore, that planning for service delivery needs to look at both investment for 

new facilities, but also for rehabilitation and upgrading of existing ones.  Under this general principle, 

five key principles were identified by the group, based on the examples provided. 

 

1. There is a need for a platform or mechanism that allows all stakeholders (civil society, 

government. CBOs, NGOs – at all levels) to come together, learn and share. 

1. Within partnership – clear definition of roles and responsibilities 

2. Government lead (at different levels) 

3. Regulatory framework is required to support this. 

4. Information sharing through networks (experiences and innovations) 

2. Increased resources for the sector 

1. Financing from national government 

2. Basket funding at district level for maintenance and repairs 

3. Bring to bear all the sources of resources (NGO, Government, Private etc.) to help 

3. Development and retention of capacity 

1. Periodic (re)training of water user groups – particularly after construction 

2. Capacity and competence (expertise) are the key issues: from an institutional, 

financing, social, technical perspective 

4. Strengthening of structures for O&M 

1. Periodic monitoring of functionality of facilities by local government 

2. Enforcement of regulations on water quality – preferably by communities 

themselves 

3. Post construction support (e.g. as in water safety plans) 

4. Spare parts and technical expertise should be available to support repair and 

maintenance 

5. National policies should be reviewed to check they enable scaling up 

1. Project review and gap analysis 

2. End-user/consumer should have an informed demand 

3. Agree on a wide suite of options for service provision 

 

Costs and financing of sustainable decentralised WASH services 
Discussions in the ‘financing’ stream made it clear that in fact the boundaries of the stream were 

considerably wider than financing alone, stretching in practice to cover a broad range of finance, 

costing and governance related issues in service delivery.  If there was a single clear point of 

agreement it was that for sustainability to work the ‘finance equation’ needs to be balanced for the 



full life-cycle of service delivery hardware and software.  That is, that costs of service provision need 

to be balanced by clearly identified finance streams coming from the famous tariffs, taxes or 

transfers (user tariffs, government contributions - taxes, or external support – transfers). 

Challenges to rural water supply 

• Blindness to slippage1 and rehabilitation in the sector: capital maintenance and post construction 

support are ignored. 

• Planning has little or no relation to (or understanding of) costs: when costing is used – it is at 

National and project level, but focuses on capital investments only. 

• Facilities obsession: there is no service performance-based rationale in the rural water sector – 

the emphasis is largely on building new facilities. 

• Lack of coordination and integration of different funding streams (transfers, taxes, tariffs) 

• Investment perversion: the willingness and ability to subsidise goes down as the need for subsidy 

increases. As a consequence, the poor end up paying more than others. When they cannot afford 

it, the service decreases further. 

 

Underlying causes and trends 

• Reaction and resistance of the water sector to the wider drivers of decentralisation and 

harmonisation processes: in general (in principal) institutional structures are in place, but in 

practice there is a lack of clarity of roles, responsibilities, funding, available capacity etc. 

• Donors and bankers are under pressure to disburse large funds for infrastructure (capital 

investment) and tend to ignore financial requirements to keep the service running.  

• There is no driver or incentive to make cost effective decisions because they are “someone else’s 

problem” anyway. 

• Where maintenance needs to happen, is where there are less funds available. 

 

Points of attention and needs for further work? 

• Sector actors advocate for full cost recovery without understanding or knowing what the full life 

cycle costs are. Only by knowing these costs, can donors and governments realise how or 

whether their investments have the potential to be sustainable – with or without subsidy. 

• There are several service cost components (for example rehabilitation and replacement or 

support costs) which are ignored in policy and left for communities or users to bear. But their 

inability to do so renders the facilities unsustainable. 

• Understanding financing flows: particularly the unknown off budget funds is essential. In 

particular, what is the level of NGO funding to the sector (important or negligible?) 

• Understand how new financing tools can actually be used for rural water supply leading to scale 

(most experiences are urban) 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Slippage is an Indian term referring to the problem of people attaining a level of service and then ‘slipping’ 

back due to infrastructure or management failure 



Principles and good practices for overcoming sustainability challenges 

Good financing practices to address sustainability 

• National strategies and frameworks to achieve the MDGs. These include objective oriented 

financing monitoring and reporting tools (but so far are used primarily at national level and 

mostly by state actors) 

• Several examples of financing modalities at national and district/regional levels: 

o Ring fenced transfers for rural water supply 

o Guarantees for improved access to loans 

o Output based aid 

o Sovereign and sub-sovereign loans 

o Twinning (north-south municipalities) 

o CDF in Ethiopia: disbursing donor grants through microcredit organisations 

• However, there are some limitations of use of existing financing modalities:  

o Limited application in rural water supply (pilots mainly) 

o Access to credit and to funds is not enough for guaranteeing sustainability 

o The focus is mainly on capital investments 

 

Most important principals or common factors 

• The need to make financial and costing information matter: creating processes for accountability 

and demand for this type of information. 

• Being smarter: use part of the large funds spent in investment costs to understand what exactly 

makes the services and facilities sustainable. 

• Subsidiarity principle: Planning needs to be done where the needs are. That’s where there are 

incentives for cost effectiveness.  

• Improved rural water supply services for the poor needs to be (cross) subsidised. 

• Expanding regulatory frameworks to include rural water supply 

 

Key questions  

1. Why is the sector choosing to ignore sustainability (focus on financing new systems instead of 

maintaining and improving services)? 

2. If we want to improve something we need to measure it. At the moment, sector decision making is 

not evidence base. Why not? How to change this? 

3. How to create incentives for upwards and downwards accountability (financing data and 

outcomes)? 

4. What are we going to do about the ignored costs: maintenance, rehabilitation, replacement and 

post construction support? 

Harmonisation and coordination at national and international level 
Discussions in this group revolved around two rather different aspects of harmonisation and 

coordination.  The first set addresses coordination for service delivery at sub-national levels, and 

particularly the role of NGOs within coordinated service delivery.  The second looked at SWAPs and 

the question of donor coordination and harmonisation at the national level. 



 

Challenges to rural water supply 
Priority challenges 
 

Sub-national 

• Need for enforcement mechanisms at district level to ensure stakeholders (especially NGOs) 

remain within agreed planning and coordination frameworks. 

• NGOs require clarity as to the limits for individual action and decision making: what needs to be 

coordinated, and what not? 

• Lack of capacity at decentralised level 

 

National 

• Harmonisation that is donor driver: lack of government buy-in and passive resistance to change 
• SWAp can actually reduce innovation, flexibility and predictability of finance, if government 

mechanisms are weak.   

• SWAp can also lead to reduced cost-effectiveness if combined with decentralisation: for example 

through expensive procurement by decentralised local government of small bundles of services. 

• One key challenge is to integrate lessons from the field into policy and strategies so that they 

enable rather than constrain efforts to improve sustainability. 

 
Underlying causes and trends 
• The performance of the sector is ultimately dependent on wider changes such as reforms to the 

budget process, procurement rules and fiscal decentralization. 

• NGOs driven by their own agendas that may be different to national or local government’s 

• Lack of trust (putting money in one basket) often linked to (perceived) lack of transparency 
and/or accountability 

• Little experience of service delivery around one (or a small number) or agreed model. How will it 
work in practice? 

• Standardisation can reduce innovation  
• NGOs and bilateral donors have commitments to their own funders and national or 

organisational policies.  Harmonisation (SWAP) can create problems of visibility: you cannot show 
what you contributed as it is all in one basket 

• Inadequate sector financing (declining share of national budget), exacerbated by increasing costs 

of service delivery, poor O&M due to inadequate local government capacity, lack of regulation of 

water resources and urban supplies, neglect of sanitation, environmental degradation. 

• Decentralisation is often not accompanied by required capacity building or financing.  In addition, 
there is a tendency – for political reasons – to continually create new sub-divisions of 
decentralised administrative units – without paying attention to creating new capacity (‘doubling 
the districts without doubling the staff’) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Points of attention and need for further work 
 
Principles and good practices for overcoming sustainability challenges 

Good practices to address sustainability 
Sub-national 

 Awareness creation of agreed frameworks for coordination of service delivery, with a focus on 
clear guidance for NGOs and other development partners. 

 Flexible decentralisation that allows for coordination at the most appropriate scale: for example, 
pooling of borehole drilling contracts between a number of districts to reduce unit costs. 

 SWAp has resulted in significant improvements in coordination at national level but district level 
coordination remains a huge challenge 

 
National 

 Strong leadership of government will enable harmonisation  

 A reduced number of agreed service delivery models to which all can contribute backed by joint 
action planning, monitoring and progress tracking 

 Strengthened capacities at the local level: in particular local government and water extension 
workers  

 Coordination is impossible without sound information.  Information systems are needed to 
inform planning 

 Action research and learning jointly by all agencies to enable innovation: for a dynamic and high 
quality harmonisation 

 
Most important principles or common factors 

 Frameworks for oversight and coordination need to exist as close to the level of actual service 
delivery as possible, even to sub-district.  Only then can effective coordination of different 
service providers take place 

 National coalitions of water sector NGOs can help with the problem of lack of coordination, 
especially if these coalitions are actively engaged in national level sector dialogue. 

 Need for bottom up monitoring of actual service delivered according to an agreed set of ‘golden 
indicators’ 

 Need for national and sub-national coordination platforms with clear terms of reference: i.e. 
Sector Working Groups. 

 Need for extensive capacity creation (more people, with the right skills) at decentralised levels 

 Government ownership and leadership, including increased financial contributions 

 A SWAp is a process not an event. 

 Need to put ‘service’ and not ‘infrastructure’ centre stage 

 The question is not whether or not SWAp works but how it can be made to work better. 

 
Points of attention and needs for further work 
• Establishing mechanisms for harmonisation and coordination solves one set of problems but 

creates new ones: how can we ensure that what is developed is tailored to country context? 

• SWAps are inherently concerned with providing services at scale. The key question is whether 

they are taking sufficient account of sustainability. 

• How can we create space within SWAps to allow/encourage innovation? 



 

Governance 
Good governance requires that the range of actors in the sector (from donors, central government, 

regulator, local government, private sector, civil society and citizens) work within a framework that 

represents them all and clarifies roles and responsibility; oversight (supervision) and accountability. 

The key good governance issues and questions raised by the work stream include: 

• Decentralization and capacity: Evidence from case studies presented showed a move towards 

decentralization of rural water service delivery despite the limited capacity of local governments.  

How can decentralization be made to work in the context of low capacity? 

• Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM): Seems to have received limited attention in 

the rural water supply debate.  

Is IWRM an important governance issue for rural water supply? 

• Regulation and oversight (supervision): Decentralization frameworks provide roles and 

responsibilities for different actors in rural water supply.  

The different actors have interlinked relationships that must work in order for communities to 

have quality rural water supply services. Good governance principles recommend that regulation 

of services is done through an independent regulator.  

Do we need a regulator for rural water supply services? When and how is it needed? 

• Transparency and Accountability:  

What are 5 key WASH indicators that water users can use to benchmark the performance of local 

authorities? 

• There continues to be a gap between policy and practice.  

What tools can be used to hold actors accountable for adhering to policy?  

 

Case studies show that the working relationship between politicians and technocrats is critical to 

sector reform. Advocacy outside the water sector also proved to be essential in influencing the work 

of support institutions and mechanisms (finance, health, and education).  

Challenges to Sustainable Rural Water Supply 

Priority challenges: 

• Separation and allocation of roles and responsibilities  

• Enforcing accountability (compliance, transparency responsiveness and incentives and penalties) 

• Lack of capacity related to decentralization 

• Assuring equity. 

 

Underlying causes and trends 

• Unclear policies which do not separate service delivery from oversight 

• Absence of mechanisms for citizens’ voice and engagement 

• Failure to detail creative methods of adjusting capacity gaps 

• Absence of reliable data and formulae/strategies to target the unserved  

 

Points of attention and need for further work 

• How to set up mechanisms for resourcing long term O&M, and expansion requirements? 

• How to build required capacity in a sustainable and creative manner? 



 

Principles and good practices for overcoming sustainability challenges 

Good practices to address sustainability 

• Clear definitions and separation of roles with participation of the community 

• Decentralized regulation at all levels, with innovative incentives e.g. Maharashtra (James and 

Thakkar, 2010) 

• Gender sensitive policies and practices 

• Capacity built for localized public private civil society partnership 

• Community Based Management support systems e.g. WASMO (James and Thakkar, 2010)  

 

Most important principles or common factors 

• Accountability and compliance 

• Oversight at all levels 

• Participation, equity and voice 

• Tri-Sector Partnership (public, private, civil society) to maximize efficiency 

• Acknowledgment of capacity requirements of community based management 

 

Points of attention and needs for further work 

• How to operationalise gender mainstreaming? 

• Principles for contextualization of service delivery, management and regulation models 

• Scalability of rain water harvesting as a sustainable model  

 


