Bringing water to Africa’s poor

Expanded access requires more funds, efficiency and capacity

By Efam Dovi

ntil  six  years ago, Eugenia

Uwamahoro and several of her eight

children had to trek 2 kilometres
each day to a river to get about 140 litres
of walter for drinking, cooking, washing
and [eeding her four cows, There was a
waler pump in her village, Nyakabingo,
in Rwanda’s Gicumbi district, but it hard-
ly functioned. Then the Rwandan govern-
meent, with financial support from the UN
Childrer’s Fund {UNICEF}, repaired the
pump, and the community contracted a
private manager to maintain it.

“It ks mmproved my life.” Ms.
Uwuamuhoro told Afiican Rerawa!, “Now
we cdn rest.” Notonly has the pump saved
her considerable tiime and cffort, but she
also gets her household’s daily water sup-
ply at lower cost than she would have [rom
the private village water carriers who cart
it up from the river.

Many villagers “arc happy to pay
for the improved service,” says Kamaru
Tstoneste, who operates the pump. But
sonie villagers cannot alford the cost. So
community leaders compiled a hst of the
neediest houscholds, and review it from
tirne to time. “This group gets an agreed
quantity of free supply,” Mr. Tstoneste told
Africa Renewal. Still, he adds. “Old habits
die hard. There are those who refuse to pay
for water und still go to the river.”

Ms. Uwamahore and her neighbours
are fortunate. Not only do (hey have access
to waler, but they also have sone choice as
to its source and cost. Most Africans are
not so lucky. Across the continent. half of
all rural households do not have access to
clean drinking water; they must rely on
water sources that may be unhealthy. The
situation is better in urban areas, where 80
per cenl of the population is covered. Yet
more than half of city and town dwellers
do not have a tap in their house or vard,
report the World Health Organization
{(WHO) and UNICEE

The irony is that Africa has abundant
fresh water: large lakes. big rivers. vast
wetlands and limited but widespread

groundwater. Only 4 per cent of
the continent’s available {resh
water is currently being used.

Distant goal
African leaders have declared
their commitment to achieving
universal uceess to clean water,
through their development
blucprint, the New Partnership
for Africa’s Development
(NEPAD), and through their
support for the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs),
which were adopted by world
leaders in 20000

The seventh MDG is 1o cut
in half. by 2015, the proportion
of peaple withoul sustainable
access o safe drinking water
and basic sanilation. In sub-
Saharan Africa, that proportion
was reduced from 52 per cent
to 44 per cent between 1990
und 2004. But the target, 26 per
cent. still remains very distant.

Some counfries, such as
Scnegal, Gubon, Uganda and
South Africa, are significantly
increasing the number of new
water connections and cxpand-

felching water from a river in Madagascar: Most Africans
still do not have access 1o clean drinking waler

ing delivery in urban arcas,
through hoth public and private
investment. Sencgal, reported

the UN in a Junc 2007 assessment ol

progress lowards the MDGs, “™is on track
to achieving the waler and santiation gouls
through a national investiment programine
financed with donor money.”

Afiica faces a number of constraints in
achieving expunded aceess o clean water.

These mclude an insufficient nmmher of

skilled personnel and eftective institu-
tions. In some countries, waler scarcity or
pollution also pose particular challenges.
The most conunon hindrance is the lim-
ited resources avatlahle 1o most countries,
“Inadequate financing is the single maost
important factor affecting the continent’s
fresh water dehvery abilitics,” Peter Akard,

chief water policy officer of the African
Waler Facility at the African Development
Bank (ADRB). told Africa Renewal.

No single selulion

From where will the moncy come? Bonor
assistance, as in Sencgal, is one source. But
donars are likely 1o provide onty a portion
ol the estimated $5 hn needed annually to
achicve the MDG Larget.

The UN Developmenl Programme
(UNDP} estimates that wotal budgetlary
spending i the water and sunitation see-
tors in suh-Saharan Africa is currently
around S800 min a vear. This amount could
likely he increased lo $2.5 bn through
“eost recovery” measures by service
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providers (charging uscry for water) and
financial mobilization by local communi-
tics. Governments should also be able to
increase their own budgetary allocations
somewhat. In addition, a numbcr of coun-
trics, at the urging of the World Bank and
the International Monetary FFund (1MTF).
have sought to enlist private investment
in expanding water facilities.

“There is not one single solution
[0 enSUring cveryone gains access 10
water,” says the UK charity WaterAid.
“So it is inpossible to say in genecral
terms whether it is a good idea for
private, public or communily organi-
zations to be involved in the delivery
and management of services. Each
circumstance should be looked at
individually and a suitable pro-poor,
affordable and sustainable solution
found o it each community.”

The UNDP, in its Hrman Devel-
apiment Report 2006, agrees, In seek-
ing to cxpand access to clean water, the
report comments: “Decisions about the
appropriute public-private mix have o
be taken case by case on [the basis of]
local values and conditons.™

Government responsibility
Ultimately, argues Henry Ndede,
a watcr coordinator for the UN
Eavironment Programime (UNEP) in
Nairobi, Kenva, African governments
have the responsibility to reach the
over 300 million people who are cur-
reatly deprived of itnproved drinking
water. Governments, he told Africa
Renewal, "must pul wn place the right
watter policics to embrace the partiei-
pation of the privale sector in water
provision. With the absence of policies, it
becomes diflicult.”

He cites (he example of Kenya, where
a water policy developed in 1999 has led
to improvements in the quality of water
from the country’s public system, raised
revenue collection and brought more bore-
holes to rural communities. A 2002 water
act decentralized the management of water
resources and delivery, Local public com-
panies were formed to manage water in
municipalitics. They largely achieved their
goal of increasing the nurber of custom-
ers served with improved water by 50 per
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cent and reducing water wastage by over
40 per cent, without rajsing tariffs.

Some publicly owned water utilitics
in Africa “are efficiently run using local
managemenl structures,” notes Stephen
Donkor, a senior adviser ou water issues
for the UN Economic Commission for
Africa (ECA), headquartered in Addis

advocacy group Public Citizen. “For those
in planned settlements, there 1s access to
piped water. [But the] rchable flow of
water varies fron area 1o area,”

Cutbacks and privatization

Inte the 19805, water provision was mainiy

a state activity, carried out by governments
through public utilities. These

A communal village water tap in Ethiopia: in poor and remote nural
areas, community water management may be more feasible than

aither public utitfies or cornmercial cornpanies.

Ababa, Ethiopia. Their acliievements, he
says, counter the negative image held by
some that African public utilitics are inher-
ently inefficient and can only be improved
by the inroduction of private owners or
contractors. What these successful public
utilities “do right should be shared with
their sister institutions,” in other countnies.,
Mr., Donkor told Africa Renevied.

Yel even in Kenya, equitable access
remains a challenge. “In the urban areas,
the infrastructure caters for the planned.
but not the unplanned, scttlements,”
reports the Washinglon-based consumer

were financed through govern-
ment budgets. relying mainly on
donor suppoit and taxes. Since
they were not run on a for-profit
basis, tariffs were minimal for
piped connections. Soine of
those without house conncctions
in towns and in some rural com-
munitics got water from public
standpipes, mostly for free. But
these publicly run svstems left out
millions of people.

Econornic crisis and the auster-
ity policies promoted by the World
Bank and IMF obliced African
governments to cut hack spend-
ing on public utilitics, including
water, and in a number of cases to
privatize cxisting facilitics.

“The expectation was that
the private seclor, mainly multi-
national watcr compauics, will
come in and take over public
water companics, running them
as profit-making cntities while
investing and expanding the net-
work,” Mr. Donkor explains.
“But this wasn't the case. Private
investors did not find the water
secior in Africa financially attrac-
tive, The returns werc not enough
to justify their investments.”

In the 1990s, foreign companics were
offered greater incentives, such as tax hol-
idays and the full repatriation of profits.
in an effort to draw them into the sector.
But even then, private investors generally
preferred Asia and Latin America to sub-
Saharan Africa.

Africa thus suffered from decades
of under-investment in water facilitics.
Given this, and the poor management that
afflicted utilities in many African coun-
trzes, the largely publicly run sector could
not maintaimn existng levels of service, let
alone make new conneetions.
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Pitfalls of ‘cost recovery’

As part of the push 1o promote private par-
ticipation in the water sector in Africa and
other developing regions, “cost recovery” be-
came an merestsingly common practice. For
the private companics themselves, the appli-
cation of higher water tariffs and user fees
was eentral © wrning a profit, But for the
public wtilities as well, increasing il was
also seen as & way to ster Jnancial losses or
mcrease resources for further investinent,

For many people who never had aceess
to piped water or had previously gotten
water from private carters who charged
exorbitan prices, the new taritfs may have
secmed worth it But for many ol Africa’s
poorest. the cosls were prohibitive.

Overall, South Africa has achicved
remarkable progress in expanding access
te elean water, Under the old apartheid
system, about one-third of the population,
overwhelmingly in the countiy s then-seg-
regated black comnmunities, did not have
access to safe water. But when the African
Nationul Congress came o power in 1994,
the new constitution proclaimed aceess 10
water as & basic human right, By 2004
about 88 per cent of the population had
access Lo clean water,

As a maltter of policy, all thase with
access to piped water are entitled to receive
23 lires per day at no charge. But bevond
that threshold. users must pay, at a steeply
graduated rate. Both private companics
and local public water uttimes hiave strictiy
enforced! the cost-recovery practice, altect-
ing pour houscholds most severely, In 2002,
the Johanmesburg-based Rural Development
Services Network, a non-governmental
organization, estimated that some 1} mil-
fion people had their water supply cut off at
one poimt or another over the previous eight
years tor Failing o pay their hills.

Two years carlier a major cholera out-
break swept the provinee of KwaZulu-
Natal, killing some 300 people. Health
oflicials found that many people in the
most affected arcas had resorted to using
waler from polluted vivers and lakes neavby,
because they had been cut off {rom their
water taps for non-payment of bills. The
goveriment responded by instafling public
studpipey 1 many low-income communi-
ties and by inwroducing Nat low rates.

Summarizing the trade-off between

expunded access and costs, the UNDP's
Huiman Development Report stated. “The
challenge for all providers, public and
private, is to extend access and overcome
the price disadvantage faced by poor
houscholds.™

New management in Ghana
Ghana, i West Africa, atrempted to solve
its difficulties by bringing in new, outside
managers for its waler utility. The hope
was that they would operate it more cffi-
crently and along commercial lines,

The public water utility, the Ghana
Watcr Company. Ltd, (GWCL}, had previ-
ously bzen able to provide water to about

Population with access to clean water

%, 2004
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Sousce: (N Africa Renewa! from deto in UNDY, Humon Development Report 2006.

half of the country™s population of 20 mil-
lion. Butit started losing money for a vari-
cty of reasons, including unpaid bills and
legal connections. As a result, it could
not make any significant repairs or fur-
ther extend the system, In 2003, ofticials
in Accra estimated that the company lost
half of 1ts daily delivery of 450 mn litres
through feakages from old pipes.

Ruby Amable of Ashongman, a mid-
dle-income residential ared in Acera, was
one ol the utility’s many customers (o lose
service. The supply from her private con-
neetion worsencd to Lhree tmes a year,
ontil it ran completely dry, She tried
feteh water (rom a neighbouring aren. But
that area also “hasn’t had working pipes
for the past two years,” Ms, Amable told
Africae Renewal, Yet she and her neigh-
bours continue to receive regular monthly
bills fromn the water company for sunply

having a connection it their homes,

To get water for her famyly of [our, Ms,
Amable had little option but to huy it from
private water tanker operators. She has to
spend the equivalent of $30 each month to
fill her overhead tank.

Al the urging of the World Bank, the
government restuctured the GWCL, In
2001 it mereased water tarilfs by more
than 90 per cent. To make the GWCL more
financially viable and to attract potential
investors, the govermment also wrote off
S100 mn in debis that the company owed,

In 2003, the government managed 1o
secure a $103 man grant from the World
Bank, and bilateral donors provided an
additional $17 mn. The government
hoped that the fresh money would enable
the GWCLL to replace obsolete cquipment
and repair leaking pipes, It also set a goal
of installing some 50,000 new houschold
connections and 330 public standpipes by
2011 in Ghana's mnain towns.

As a condition for the World Bank
arant, the government had to agree to
bring in a privale water company to mai-
age the GWCL. Through an international
tender. Agua Vitens Rand, Ltd. (AVRL). a

joint subsidiary of two multinational water

companies, Vittens of the Netherlands and
Rand Water of South Africa, won a five-
year management contract, and began
running the GWCL's delivery system in
January 2006, Maintcnance of the system
and investments in new cquipment and
extensions continued (o be the responsibil-
ity of the public company.

Nearly two years [ater, many customers
arc stll looking at dry pipes. GWCL ofti-
cials blame Ghana's cnergy crisis, the result
of Tow warter levels in the veservoir of the
Akosombo hydroclectric dam. AVRL's
managers ciphasize investment problems.
“The target of 50,000 new service conngc-
tions is kit progress, hut it is slow because
extension services in the target areas have not
been done,” Stanley Martey, communications
manager for AVRI, il Africa Renenwal,

Domestic critics of the AVRL contract
agree that investment 1s important., bt go
further to question the wisdom of biinging
in outside managers. “The problem with
Ghana's witer distribution system is not

see page 22
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Water for Africa’s poor

from page 9

exacily that of management, but rather
investment,” Steve Mamteaw, an exceutive
member of the Ghana National Coalition
Against Water Privatization, told Africa
Renewead *The pipelines are old and there is
anced to inject massive capital investiment.”

The World Bank insists that improved
management and investment are essential.
“Turning around GWCL so it becomes a
vinble utility requires both investments and
clliciency gains,” says the hank’s senior
water specialist, Ventura Bengoechea. “The
latter are expected as a result of the manage-
ment conuaiet, provided that the investmeants
are made. Massive investments por s world
not change the situation of the GWCL.”

Building capacity

For many African governments, the chal-
lenge is not only finding more money for
vital investments. It is also acquiring the
technical know-how to use the resources
most effectively and the institutions capa-
ble of managing them properly.

22 Arrical l-:M:WAt, OCTOBER 2007

In countries such as Uganda or
Mozambique, each with a population of
close to 20 million, explains Mr., Akari of
the ADB, achieving the MDG goal wil
require installing “some 1,000 new point
sources of hand-dug wells and drilled
boreholes fitled with hand punps. plus 30
piped systemns every year, as well as estab-
lishing utility operators in tive major citics
and 15 secondary cities.”

To do that, says Mr. Akari, such coun-
trics will need professionals with the skills
10 plan. budget. design, supervise and con-
struct the facilities, as well as engineering,
drilling and conslruction equipment. In
some African countrics, especially those
emerging trom confiict, such capacity
is simply not available. About a third of
African countries have the capacity to
implement investments, if direct financing
can be secured. But in the rest, such capac-
ity needs to be built, perhaps as a conpo-
nent of project financing.,

Currently, explains Mr. Donkor of the
ECA, "Most grants come with informal
conditions atiached which foree African
governmaents to hire experts — consultanis,

technical management and designers —
trom donor countties to inplement the proj-
ects.” This in turn makes it hard for coun-
tries tQ retain national water professionals,
he adds. “Leaving out local expertise in the
implementation of such projects mekes the
water scetor unattractive. compelling many
ot the professionais (o leave.”

To address this problem, the UN-Water/
Africa network — which comprises vari-
ous UN agencics, the NEPAD Secretariat
and the ADB — is settiug up a directory
of African water experts. By making 1t
easier for such experts to serve in other
African countrics. the initiative will not
only help foster regional integration, but
also enhanee the long-term maintenance
of waler projects in the continent.

The way forward towards achiev-
ing wider access o clean water, UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-meon stated
on 22 March, World Water Day, includes
“strengthening institutional capacity and
governance at all levels, promoting more
lechnology transfer, mobilizing more
financial resources and scaling up good
practices and lessons learned.” ]




