
Page 8

News from IRC  and partners 

Ensuring rural water services that last: Lessons from a 13-country study

Approximately one in three rural water 
supply systems in developing countries 
does not function at all or is performing 
well below its expected level. Failure on 
this scale represents hundreds of millions 
of dollars in wasted investment and 
millions of people who have had to return 
to fetching dirty drinking water from 
distant sources - to the detriment of their 
health, education, and livelihoods.

While the problem of poor sustainability 
- and the threat it poses to achieving the 
MDGs - may be well recognised, concrete 
steps for addressing it are considerably less 
clear. Triple-S - an IRC initiative funded 
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
- recently completed a 13-country study 
to identify factors that contribute to, or 
constrain, the delivery of sustainable rural 
water services at scale. 

The study - which examined trends in 
rural water supply in Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Mozambique, South 
Africa, Uganda, India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, 
Colombia, Honduras, and the United 
States - showed that many countries are 
moving from a focus on infrastructure 
to a service delivery approach - one that 
would support the reliable and continuous 
delivery of rural water services. However, 

the study also revealed a number of 
common weak points. 

Considering all the costs

One of the most critical gaps is the lack 
of life-cycle costing - costing that includes 
everything from capital investment to 
minor and major repairs, direct and 
indirect support costs and the costs of 
capital for asset replacement. Even in the 
USA, rural water service providers must 
tap various and unstructured sources 
of soft loans and grants from state and 
federal government to cover major repairs 
and replacement costs.

In many of the other countries studied, 
communities must wait for a major 
breakdown and then apply to local 
government, the NGO that implemented 
the original project, or donors for funds. 
These are often not readily available, 
leading to long, and sometimes 
permanent, disruptions in service. Burkina 
Faso provided one of the few examples 
of a structured approach to capital 
maintenance financing. Here 40 small 
towns and rural villages were able to pool 
together resources, contract a private 
operator to handle maintenance, and 
institute a revolving fund to cover major 
expenditures.

In addition, the study showed that 
financing for functions such as post-
construction support, back-up for 
communities, support to local government 
and learning platforms is seldom 
accounted for, although these functions 
have proved to be key to the reliable 
provision of services. Clear financial 
frameworks at sector level that clarify 
the costs of such support and learning 
appears to be one of the missing links in 
sustainable rural service delivery.

Coordinating all the players

Harmonisation and coordination between 
different actors working in the sector was 
also an issue across the board, and not 
only in the more aid-dependent countries. 
Common agreement and adherence to 
sector policy, norms and guidelines is an 
essential building block for working at 
scale. Thailand, South Africa and Uganda 
were the standouts in terms of scalable 

approaches. In the 
case of Uganda, 
for example, there 
is a strong national 
policy framework 
supported by a 
SWAp (Sector Wide 
Approach).

One of the main lessons from the study is 
that attempting to make changes through 
isolated projects and programmes does 
not work. To achieve real change, the 
entire system needs to be addressed: 
policy, institutions, legislation and 
structures need to be clarified and 
modified as necessary to enable the 
delivery of a service, rather than simply 
the construction of infrastructure.

The study has identified ten key factors 
in improving sustainability of rural water 
supply services:
1. Professionalisation of community 

management, including appropriate 
legal status for water committees, 
support services and stronger 
monitoring and oversight functions.

2. Increased recognition and promotion 
of alternative service provider options 
including small-scale private operators 
and self supply.

3. Sustainability indicators and targets for 
services delivered and performance of 
service providers.

4. Standardisation of implementation 
approaches defining common national-
level frameworks - or ‘rules of the 
game’ - with norms and standards, but 
with flexibility in implementation.

5. Post-construction support to service 
providers established and funded to 
back-up and monitor community 
management entities, or small private 
operators.

6. Capacity support to decentralised 
government (service authorities) 
covering all key functions in the life-
cycle of rural water supply services.

7. Learning and sharing of experience 
supported at national and 
decentralised levels. 

8. Planning for asset management carried 
out systematically with financial 
forecasting and inventory updates.

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



Source Bulletin No. 63 - March 2011                      Page 9

IRC, P.O. Box 82327, 2508 EH, The Hague, the Netherlands, Tel. : +31 70 3044000, fax: +31 70 3044044, e-mail: general@irc.nl,

http://www.irc.nl.

particularly capital maintenance costs 
and direct and indirect costs of post-
construction support. 

10. Regulation of rural services and 
service providers through appropriate 
mechanisms/regulatory agents at the 
local level.

IRC Symposium challenges WASH sector to cost and finance sustainable services  

The IRC 2010 international symposium 
posed a series of challenges to the water 
and sanitation sector to improve its 
ability to cost and finance sustainable 
services – and to understand the price that 
communities pay when those services fail. 

The symposium, Pumps, Pipes and 
Promises held in the Hague from 16-18 
November brought together 120 
researchers, practitioners, economists, 
engineers and governance specialists 
from 27 countries to draw together issues 
around costs, financing and accountability. 

It was strongly supported, with 40 papers 
presented from UNICEF, WaterAid, 
Plan, Water and Sanitation Program, 
Transparency International and many 
other key sector organisations. The first 
preliminary results from the WASHCost 
project to identify costs in four countries 
were released in a series of papers. 

Sustainable services is the aim

The overall focus was the need to 
switch from infrastructure to sustainable 
services in water, sanitation and hygiene. 
It reflected a shift in the WASH sector 
towards greater clarity in planning and 
financing services that reach people with 
the regularity and quality they demand.

The Symposium called for data that can be 
understood by those who make funding 
decisions and greater accountability and 
transparency on costs and services. 

More openness of data will empower 
decision makers and the people who hold 
the decision makers to account. However, 
donors and governmental decision 
makers were under-represented at the 
Symposium. There is a communication 
challenge to reach them with these 
arguments and this information.  There 
was a call for the methodologies for 
collecting costs and key messages from 
the research to be documented and 
communicated effectively, with training to 
spread these skills. 

Accountability gives citizens the 
right to challenge abuses 

There was a consensus that corruption 
needs to be tackled wherever it occurs. 
This means having effective regulatory 
bodies, and providing citizens with clear 
information so that they can challenge 
misuse of funds and resources. Without 
transparency, accountability, and improved 
access to information, cost data is unlikely 
to improve outcomes.

The background paper for the Symposium, 
(Pezon, Fonseca & Butterworth, 2010) 
points out that decentralisation has the 
potential to build a stronger link between 
citizens and their services. “However, 
administrative capacities and checks and 
balances are also generally less developed 
at this level, and the dangers of corruption 
taking root within newly decentralised 

service delivery arrangements have been 
highlighted.” 

Crisis at community level

The high level of support needed to 
keep community services running in rural 
areas was underlined by detailed figures 
from two municipalities in South Africa 
where technical support costs represented 
between a half and two thirds of the total 
operational costs for water services and 
repairs to pumps were often beyond the 
capacity of village based CBOs.

One area in the spotlight was the failure 
of community management to provide 
a mechanism to deal with substantial 
maintenance, in a context where a US$ 
50,000 borehole often fails because the 
US$ 500 handpump cannot be replaced. 
Patrick Moriarty of IRC pointed out that 
it is unreasonable to expect communities 
to keep large enough reserves for larger 
scale repairs and capital maintenance.  
Alternative mechanisms, such as some 

Fast facts on sustainability

• Percentage of hand pumps in sub-Saharan Africa that are not functioning: 36% 
• Number of water supply systems in Tanzania that fail within two years of installation: 

1 in 4
• Amount needed to address water supply and sanitation capital maintenance backlogs 

in the United States over the next 20 years: US$ 1.3 trillion 
• Percentage of the estimated cost of meeting the MDG water and sanitation target 

that is needed for maintenance and replacement of existing infrastructure: 74%
• Percentage of drinking-water and sanitation funding from eight major donor agencies 

that goes to maintenance or replacement of existing infrastructure: 13%.
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