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1111 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    
 

 

1.11.11.11.1 Rural development and the water sectorRural development and the water sectorRural development and the water sectorRural development and the water sector    

The development of rural areas in developing countries is seen as one of the major 

challenges of the century. A large majority of the population in developing countries live 

in rural areas, and according to the numbers, poverty is predominantly a rural 

phenomenon (IFAD undated). The rural communities in developing countries are often 

remote, with poor access to communication and infrastructure such as roads, public 

transport and telecommunications. Government services such as health and education 

are poorly developed. Most people live from subsistence farming or fishing, using their 

bare hands or simple tools. Electricity is a luxury, and even if the village lies along a 

national grid line, it is unlikely that they can afford a transformer, let alone paying bills. 

 

At the same time, many rural communities are going through a major transformation. 

With the expansion of the mobile phone network, even remote communities are now 

connected to the world. With better roads, people increase their mobility and this 

enhances trade. When goods from the community can be sold on larger markets, cash 

becomes available even in small communities. This creates a demand for basic consumer 

goods such as soap and sodas, and also clean water.  

 

For governments and donors, clean water is seen as essential to improve the health and 

reduce poverty in rural communities. For the communities, getting a water system is an 

important step on the ladder of development. One of the most important benefits apart 

from improved health is the time saved by women and children that can be used for 

productive activities and education. Rural communities often compare themselves with 

nearby small towns or even the capital, where water services are available. In addition to 

healthcare and education, it is often the first thing they ask for (Sinclair 2004). 

 

From colonial times, and especially in countries that were governed under a Marxist 

doctrine after independence, the rural inhabitants expect the government to provide 

them with basic services. Often water is seen as a good from the nature that should be 

available for free. This has been exacerbated by a centralised approach for water services 

plasticised up to the 1980s. Now, with decentralisation and increasing responsibilities for 

lower administrative levels, local governments face a difficult task to change this 

perception and to introduce systems based on cost recovery. The situation is complicated 

by corruption and politicians looking for votes and making false promises. Local 

governments are only slowly adapting to the new roles assumed through 

decentralisation, and many face problems with resources and capacity. The regulative 

framework is often limited and policies are not clear. In addition, a large number of NGOs 

have invaded the rural areas to speed up the development, and often act on their own 

premises without involving the local government. 
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1.21.21.21.2 A market for the private sectorA market for the private sectorA market for the private sectorA market for the private sector    

In addition to government and NGOs, a crucial actor for the development of rural areas is 

the private sector. Small traders make sure consumer goods are available in rural 

communities, and local artisans provide services such as fixing bicycles and cars. Masons 

improve houses and carpenters sell furniture and doors. Most of these businesses have 

emerged out of an existing demand and the increased circulation of cash even in small 

communities.  

 

However, the development of the private sector is often slowed down by external 

constraints. As mentioned before, rural communities are often remote and roads are in a 

bad condition. They can be completely inaccessible in the rainy season, or insecure from 

thugs and rebels. This increases transport costs and uncertainty for the rural traders. In 

addition, rural communities are often isolated and it is difficult for businesses to benefit 

from economies of scale. This contributes to even higher unit prices.  

 

Another problem is the poor capacity and informality of the rural private sector. People in 

rural areas often do not have a formal education, and business management skills and 

accounting skills are extremely low. This is exacerbated by the fact that most people that 

reach higher education look for jobs in the cities and do not come back to their village. 

The private sector in rural areas is also predominantly informal, often because small 

businessmen see no incentive to get registered as a formal business unless they aspire to 

compete for larger tenders. The procedures can also be costly in terms of time and 

resources because of bureaucratic hinders.  

 

These characteristics of the economy and business environment in rural areas represent 

many barriers of entry for the private sector. It is generally agreed that the government 

cannot act alone and that the private sector will play a crucial role in the development of 

poor countries (Klein and Hadjimichael 2003). However, the examples above highlight 

some important trends that cannot be solved quickly and that are the result of cross-

cutting issues such as macroeconomics, public health, institutional and legal development 

and poverty. How can the rural environment be adapted to be more profitable and 

attractive to the private sector? How can the local private sector be developed? How can 

the capacity of the private sector be increased? And once the private sector is there, how 

can it be retained and expanded? How can economies of scale be achieved and how can 

the private sector be formalised and recognised? This study explores the possibility of 

involving the private sector for more sustainable rural water supplies. However, the 

propositions of the study have to be seen in the light of these fundamental challenges 

that set the scene for rural development today. 

 

1.31.31.31.3 Private sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supply    

Since the mid 1980s, the centralised approach was abandoned and principles of 

community participation and community level maintenance dominated the scene of rural 

water supply in developing countries. This approach by-passed the poorly equipped local 

governments and intended to empower communities and make them responsible for 

their own development. More than two decades later, it has to be questioned whether 

this model, that relies on voluntarism and personal commitment of the water users, is 
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producing satisfactory results in terms of coverage and sustainability. The numbers tell a 

disappointing story, but practitioners and governments still promote community 

management as the principal management model for operation and maintenance of rural 

water supplies. Instead of attributing the lack of results to poor implementation, lack of 

training, poor capacity or lack of government commitment, it is time to question the 

management model itself.  

 

There seem to be two main trends: some people argue that community management 

works but that the failure lies in the support mechanisms. Only with appropriate and 

ongoing support to the communities and continuous mobilisation, they can assume the 

responsibility of a rural water supply system. This option requires long-term 

commitments for funding and suitable institutional structures, and critics argue that the 

whole system becomes increasingly expensive. The other trend is to involve the private 

sector, and to move away from the community management model all together. The 

problem with this option is that it assumes the presence of a private sector, something 

that is rarely the case in remote rural communities in developing countries. 

 

This study argues that what is happening on the ground reflects neither of the trends. 

Even if support mechanisms are desirable, few governments assume full responsibility or 

have enough resources to put in place an effective system. Full privatisation of the rural 

water sector, on the other hand, is impossible since the private sector faces important 

constraints in rural areas, if it is existent at all. Full privatisation also raises questions 

related to equity and access for the poorest communities. In many countries, 

organisations and government have started to experiment with a mixture of all three 

aspects: some elements of community management are retained, private sector elements 

are slowly introduced and support mechanisms for operation and maintenance are 

developed. In this way, the community can benefit from some of the advantages of both 

community management and private sector involvement, and support mechanisms are 

less costly and comprehensive since some responsibility is put on the private sector. This 

study will explore this process more in detail in one country, Uganda. The objective is to 

analyse the strengths and weaknesses of different management approaches for rural 

water supply, and to identify potential management models that involve the private 

sector for more sustainable rural water supplies in Uganda. 

 

1.41.41.41.4 A poorly explored optionA poorly explored optionA poorly explored optionA poorly explored option    

Even if a combined model is increasingly implemented on the ground in some countries, 

the literature about the issue is scarce. Before the model can even be accepted as an 

alternative, it is necessary to have a thorough discussion about the predominant model: 

community management. It seems that after this model has been highly promoted for so 

many years, it is difficult to accept that it has fundamental flaws and that it has not 

delivered results as expected. Consequently there is little systematic research about the 

failure of community management. Before an alternative model can be explored, it is 

therefore necessary to look at the merits and problems of the existing model. 

 

There is also little literature about private sector involvement in rural water supplies in 

general. Private sector involvement has primarily been promoted in urban areas, with 
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mixed results. In some few countries it has been extended to small towns, like in Uganda, 

but mostly the private sector does not venture into the rural areas because of low 

purchasing power and lack of economies of scale. To identify the potential benefits and 

limitations of private sector involvement in rural water supplies it is necessary to draw 

lessons both from urban areas and other services than operation and maintenance. 

 

Third, the alternative model that will be described in this study, relying on both 

community management and private sector involvement, is also poorly documented. 

Most of the literature is based on isolated case studies or experiences, and only in Latin 

America involvement of the private sector has been done on a larger scale in rural areas. 

The rural sector in Latin America has fundamental differences with the rural sector in 

Africa, for example it benefits from the presence in most cases of a local private sector. 

But also here the successes are limited to small towns and larger settlements, and not 

rural villages. The aim of this study is to fill some of these gaps and to contribute to the 

rural water sector both in Uganda and in general. 

 

1.51.51.51.5 Outline of the studyOutline of the studyOutline of the studyOutline of the study    

This study is ambitious because it aims to fill many gaps. In addition to highlight some 

points of criticism of community management, it will first look at benefits and limitations 

of the model to be able to identify which elements that are crucial to retain for 

sustainability (chapter 2). Second, it will go through the literature of private sector 

involvement in rural water supply and summarise experiences from a number of 

countries. The cases will be classified into a conceptual framework that will be used as a 

basis for the analysis of the case studies. In addition, the potential benefits and 

limitations of private sector involvement will be analysed, in order to identify what 

improvements can be expected from including the private sector in the community 

management model. Lastly some of the constraints that the private sector generally faces 

in rural areas in developing countries will be highlighted, to show that the inclusion of the 

private sector is not straight forward but depends on underlying conditions (chapter 3). 

 

In order to document some of the developments that are taking place on the ground in a 

systematic way, four case studies will be described and analysed from Uganda. The 

methodology is described in chapter 4. First it requires taking a thorough look at the legal 

and institutional framework in Uganda and the recent developments in the rural water 

sector (chapter 5). The objective with the case studies is to present various management 

models and discuss their strengths and weaknesses. Using the conceptual framework 

outlined in the literature review, it will be looked at whether the models have retained 

some of the benefits from community management, whether they benefit from the 

advantages of private sector involvement, and whether this has a positive impact on 

operation and maintenance and thus sustainability (chapter 6 and 7). The final goal is to 

present a typical alternative management model and to extend the conclusions from the 

case studies in Uganda to developing countries in general (chapter 8). 
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1.61.61.61.6 Research questionsResearch questionsResearch questionsResearch questions    

In order to guide the process outlined above, eight research questions have been 

formulated: 

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of “traditional” voluntary community 

management? 

2. How can the private sector be involved in the operation and maintenance of rural 

water supply?  

3. What are the benefits and limitations of involving the private sector in rural water 

supply? 

4. What place has community management, operation and maintenance and private 

sector involvement in the Ugandan legislative and institutional framework? 

5. What management models involving the private sector are currently tried out in 

Uganda and what are the lessons learned from them? 

6. What characteristics of the studied models are decisive for sustainability? 

7. What support mechanisms can be created to ensure quality and functionality? 

8. What management models can be recommended to improve the sustainability of 

rural water supplies? 

 

Questions 1-3 will be answered through a literature review about community 

management and private sector involvement. Question 4 is country specific and will be 

answered through a literature review about the water sector in Uganda, and interviews 

with experts in the field. Questions 5-7 will be answered by the four case studies where 

data will be collected through key-informant interviews in the field and a desk study. 

Question 8 draws conclusions from all previous findings in the study, and aims to achieve 

the objective. The methodology is further described in chapter 4. 

 

1.71.71.71.7 Target audience and limitationsTarget audience and limitationsTarget audience and limitationsTarget audience and limitations    

This study is aimed at practitioners, policy makers and researchers that are particularly 

concerned with the development of the rural water sector in Uganda or in developing 

countries. It assumes some background knowledge of rural water supply projects and also 

the general setting and major lines of problems and discussion that characterise the rural 

setting in developing countries.  

 

In order to stay focused, the study will focus purely on private sector involvement in 

operation and maintenance of rural water supplies. This means that private sector 

involvement in the construction of rural water supplies will not be discussed in depth, 

apart from some of the lessons learned that affect the private sector in rural areas in 

general. The study will also by-pass the problem of supply chains for spares in rural water 

supply systems, another area where the private sector is increasingly involved. The issue 

of demand will also only be briefly discussed, although it is a crucial precondition for 

private sector involvement. The focus of this study is on management models, and hence 

issues such as the business climate and the nature of private sector operators will also 

only be briefly mentioned. Suggestions for further research are included in chapter 8.
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2222 Community managementCommunity managementCommunity managementCommunity management    

 

2.12.12.12.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

The aim of this chapter is to get a better idea about the elements, conditions and 

assumptions behind the concept community management. The term means different 

things to different people, and is often used interchangeably with other terms such as 

village level operation and maintenance (VLOM) and community participation. To 

understand the differences and how community management is linked to the larger 

trends in development and international thinking in water and sanitation, it is necessary 

to first take a short look at the historical context around its emergence. Secondly, the 

chapter will consider the elements of community management and some interlinked 

concepts. Finally, it will describe how community management is currently implemented 

in practice and outline the advantages and limits of the concept. 

  

2.22.22.22.2 Brief historyBrief historyBrief historyBrief history    

2.2.1 From public health engineering to “small is beautiful” 

In the 1970s, the global trends of development slowly started to turn away from top-

down interventions with large engineering works for water supply and poverty 

eradication in the developing world. At the same time, new institutions with a new focus 

on water, environment and human development were created under the auspices of the 

UN such as the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) and the Water and 

Sanitation Programme (WSP) under the World Bank and UNDP. In 1978, the 1980s were 

declared the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (IDWSSD), with 

the slogan “water for all”. The decade quickly embraced the rural poor as its main target 

group, and all efforts were put behind the provision of handpumps that were believed to 

be able to solve the water supply problems of the rural areas, especially in Africa (Black 

1998). 

 

2.2.2 The village level operation and maintenance concept 

With its development in the late 1970s, the specially designed India Mark II handpump 

quickly became the most widely used handpump all over the developing world. The 

operation and maintenance of the pump relied on a so-called three tier system, with the 

first tier, the community, carrying out preventive maintenance and day to day operation. 

The second tier, normally district or regional mechanics, were called on in case of need of 

spare parts, and the third tier were central government support units that were in charge 

of more complex under-ground operations (Davis and Brikké 1995). An impressive 

amount of handpumps was installed all over Africa in the early 1980s, but after only a 

couple of years most of them were dysfunctional (WHO cited in Davis and Brikké 1995). 

The international donor community realised that not only the technology needed to be 
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appropriate, but that it needed to come with an appropriate management model too 

(Black 1998). 

 

The explosion of handpumps had clearly overloaded the existing support structures in 

already inefficient, highly centralised and under-funded governments. The next 

generation of handpumps was therefore specifically designed to be maintained by only 

one tier - the community. The village level operation and maintenance (VLOM) concept 

was born, together with the Afridev pump and the India Mark III. With more responsibility 

relying on the communities, efforts were made to include their participation in 

development projects. However, this participation was normally limited to free labour in 

the construction phase, or training in basic operation and maintenance activities. In the 

late 1980s, NGOs and implementing agencies recognised the need for training in 

management as well, and VLOM was extended to village level operation and maintenance 

management (VLOMM). These terms are now used interchangeably (Colin 1999). 

 

2.2.3 Learning from the international drinking water decade 

In the beginning of the 1990s, a series of conferences and meetings was held to draw 

conclusions and lessons learned from the experiences of the IDWSSD. The general feeling 

was that the decade had failed to achieve its goal, water for all, but that important 

progress had been made in terms of methodology and approaches (Lockwood 2004). 

Leading up to the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, the Dublin principles were formulated with 

emphasis on gender and stakeholder participation, and included the controversial 

acknowledgement of water as an economic good (Black 1998). Through these 

conferences and a number of studies, it was recognised that projects with a higher level 

of community participation performed better (Evans and Appleton 1993 and Narayan 

1995). As a consequence, communities were not only involved in the management of 

operation and maintenance but also in strategic decisions about the type of technology 

desired, model of cost recovery employed and how the system was to be managed and 

used. The communities were given control and authority, a substantial step from 

“community participation”. This approach was called community management. 

 

2.32.32.32.3 The elements of community managementThe elements of community managementThe elements of community managementThe elements of community management    

There are numerous descriptions and definitions of the main elements of community 

management, and the understanding of the concept has evolved substantially since the 

early 90s. For the purpose of this study, a definition was chosen that is currently used by 

one of the fiercest advocators of community management, the IRC International Water 

and Sanitation Centre in The Netherlands. 

 

2.3.1 Common principles of community management 

As opposed to the early definitions of community management, the current approach is 

more cautious and underlines that community management is not a concept that can be 

executed by using a standard formula, but a loose approach to be implemented around 

the following principles (adapted from Lockwood 2004:8): 
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1. Participation: a cross-section of the community must participate in the 

development process, and this participation must continue indefinitely 

2. Control: the community must be in direct or indirect control making strategic 

decisions from the design phase to long term operation and maintenance 

3. Ownership: legal ownership is ideal, but equally important is the perception of 

ownership of the system by the community 

4. Cost sharing: the community contributes to recurrent costs 

 

This list gives a good base for discussion and captures most of the concepts people 

directly associate with community management today. However the perceptions vary 

widely between practitioners and in many countries the policies are still based on older 

definitions of community management. In Uganda, for example, the full responsibility for 

operation and maintenance and not only strategic decisions is put on the communities 

through the National Water Policy from 1999, although in practice the districts are 

responsible for major repairs (MWLE 2004, see chapter 5).  

 

In addition to the main principles, literature and especially field manuals normally give a 

long list of “preconditions” for functioning community management or “factors of 

success” (Bolt and Fonseca 2001, Roark et al 1993, Evans and Appleton 1993, Davis and 

Brikké 1995). These are useful as guidelines for field workers, but they are rarely fulfilled 

in practice. Nevertheless, the identification of these conditions has played an important 

role in highlighting the potential roots of the problems with community management, 

and gives an impression of their evolution and perception in the literature. 

 

2.42.42.42.4 Linked conceptsLinked conceptsLinked conceptsLinked concepts    

Several concepts are closely linked to the community management model, either through 

the principles mentioned above, or in connection with broad concepts leading the 

international development debate: 

2.4.1 Sustainability 

Since its appearance in the Brundtland report in 1987, sustainability has been the biggest 

catchword in international development the last two decades. It has influenced all sectors 

of development, including human, psychological, social, cultural, financial, institutional, 

technical and environmental dimensions. It is therefore useful to define sustainability in 

connection to a particular sector. Asking about sustainability of water supplies, most 

people would answer: “whether or not something continues to work over time” (Abrams 

cited in Carter et al 1999). Nevertheless, measuring sustainability becomes difficult based 

on this simple answer, and further elements are needed. In connection with the 

evaluation of the sustainability of rural water supplies, the concept “functional 

sustainability” was developed by Carter (Carter and Rwamwanja 2006). There are 

numerous definitions and criteria for sustainable water supplies, but this approach was 

chosen in the present study due to the link to the sustainability shapshot tool (see 

chapter 3). Functionality is also used as an indicator for the sector reviews carried out 

every year in Uganda (see chapter 5). Carter lists the following conditions that must be 

fulfilled for functional sustainability (Carter and Rwamwanja 2006:8): 

- The fact that the service continues to work implies that it is being used 
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- Its continued functionality implies that it is being maintained 

- Furthermore, its maintenance is being paid for, or it would deteriorate 

- The phrase ‘over time’ has no limit – ie the service, or some development of it, is 

permanent 

 

Sustainability is still the main driving force behind international development, alongside 

the goals of achieving full coverage. Whereas the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

push the development of water supplies in terms of numbers, sustainability poses 

requirements of durability and long-term impacts. Just as the achievement of full 

coverage is not probable in the close future, the goal of sustainability is even more 

elusive. At the same time it has been both the propagated result and one of the main 

points of criticism of community management. 

 

2.4.2 Operation and maintenance 

Closely linked to sustainability is the notion of operation and maintenance. During the 

IDWSSD it was recognised that the investments for new infrastructure were lost unless 

functioning systems of operation and maintenance were created to keep it working over 

time. The need for sustainable operation and management structures and the inability of 

governments to supply it were the direct causes of the emergence of community 

management, and are at the same time the main source of its criticism today. Why does it 

seem like we stand at the same point today as we did 20 years ago? Why is operation and 

maintenance of rural water supplies so difficult to achieve? 

 

Operation refers to the everyday running and handling of a water supply, and 

maintenance consists of activities required to sustain the water supply in a proper 

working condition (Davis and Brikké 1995). This sounds simple, but its success depends on 

several highly important decisions around which there is currently no consensus in the 

international community: 

2.4.2.1 The choice of technology 

Low-maintenance technology is cost-effective but can lead to inactive committees and 

hence breakdown, whereas advanced technology reduces the possibility of locally 

available spare parts, a precondition for long term effective maintenance. This is 

complicated by the fact that there is a gap between theory and practice when it comes to 

who makes the choice of technology: literature advocates the “informed choice” by the 

community but in reality the choice is mostly made by donors (van Beers 2002b). What is 

the “appropriate” technology for a given community and who should choose it? 

2.4.2.2 Capacity of communities 

Some argue that too little faith is put in the ability of communities to take a water supply 

project into their own hands (Evans and Appleton 1993), at the same time experience 

shows that communities need a great amount of training over a long period of time to be 

able to do so (Blagbrough 2001). How much can communities manage if they are only 

given a chance? And how much needs to be invested in training them? 
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2.4.2.3 The roles of the main stakeholders  

There is a general consensus about the importance of involving the communities, but the 

communities themselves often see water services as the responsibility of the 

government. The donors and NGOs bypass incapable governments and act as service 

providers, the decentralisation process puts new responsibilities on local governments 

and there is a division between people that advocate for more private sector participation 

and those who strongly warn against it. Governments have been pushed to move from a 

provider to an enabling role, and government staff is struggling with new responsibilities 

(Lockwood 2004). In addition, increased pressure is put on governments to play a 

supportive role to the communities with continuous mobilisation and technical back-

stopping. What is the appropriate role of each of the main stakeholders in rural water 

supply provision? What are the stakeholders’ abilities to fulfil that role and what needs to 

be done to achieve this? 

2.4.2.4 Financial issues  

It is generally accepted that users must pay for their water services. But, does this apply 

to the poorest of the poor? Is there room for subsidies? How much should poor rural 

communities contribute to the capital cost and does this have the expected effect on the 

ownership feeling? How are recurrent costs linked to technology choice? What if the 

community is not able to pay? Who should pay for larger repairs? In addition, there is 

disagreement about the importance of technical versus managerial issues for sustainable 

operation and maintenance; some say management is all whereas others focus on the 

development of technically appropriate systems. Some choose a middle line and say both 

are equally important (Blagbrough 2001). 

2.4.2.5 The management model 

The question about the appropriate management model is the essence of this study. 

Here, the problem is not a lack of consensus, but a lack of acceptance of the limits of 

community management. The model has gone through an important evolution since the 

early 90s, but the main goal of functional operation and maintenance and hence an 

increased rate of sustainable water systems is still not achieved (Harvey and Reed 2004). 

As it was already recognised in 1999; “VLOM (ie community management) has brought 

the answer to sustainability closer but the goal of easy maintenance remains elusive” 

(Colin 1999).  

 

2.4.3 Cost recovery 

Most of these questions are beyond the scope of this study and highlight some of the 

current challenges in the sector. But all operation and maintenance issues have 

something in common: they cost money.  

 

Cost recovery of water service provision emerged after the failure of large-scale 

investments and centralised maintenance systems in the 1980s, and was expressed in the 

Dublin principles in 1992 that accept water as an economic good. This notion was 

extremely controversial based on arguments of equity and reaching the poor, but in a 

post cold war setting cost recovery became increasingly accepted. This was also due to its 

perceived links to ownership, willingness to pay and demand (Black 1998). Cost recovery 
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is a general term that can include all types of costs including capital costs, recurrent costs, 

depreciation and even environmental costs. In the context of community management, it 

normally refers to the recovery of an insignificant share of capital costs, or full operation 

and maintenance costs. 

 

2.4.3.1 The demand-responsive approach 

The demand-responsive approach (DRA) has a central place in community management, 

since the community is supposed to be included in all phases of the project cycle. It was 

also discovered that in communities where the water system is desired, it tends to last 

longer. Contribution towards the capital costs of the water system was seen as a direct 

expression of demand, and communities were increasingly asked for up-front payments 

before a water project was initiated. Today, the literature is not clear on the 

appropriateness of capital contribution, and many organisations have abolished it 

because of long time lags between project planning and implementation (WMC 2005). 

Others have adjusted the principle to contributions in kind or through free labour. 

2.4.3.2 Cost recovery for operation and maintenance 

Cost recovery of recurrent costs, on the other hand, is today commonly accepted as the 

appropriate way to manage water supplies, even on small-scale community level (Bolt 

and Fonseca 2001, WMC 2005). At the same time it has been recognised that 

communities cannot cover larger repairs or replacements, and that external support is 

needed for this. Cost recovery of recurrent costs is closely linked to community 

management because the main activities of water committees is the financial 

management of the system, and as mentioned before, enough money is a precondition to 

successful operation and maintenance and hence sustainability. 

 

2.4.4 Institutional support mechanisms 

Even if the need for institutional support was already underlined by the earliest 

publications about community management (Evans and Appleton 1993, Davis and Brikké 

1995), this aspect of the management model has been silently neglected during many 

years. This has many reasons; one is that most water supply projects in rural Africa are 

implemented on a “project approach” basis, where NGOs install water supply systems in 

isolated communities (Harvey and Reed 2004). These “island” projects have little capacity 

to change the institutional structure in a region, let alone a country. 

 

As an attempt to improve the performance of community management, support 

mechanisms have become increasingly important. It is now commonly accepted that 

communities are not able to manage water supplies independently and that they need a 

20% support to their 80% contribution (Carter 2002). The increased focus on institutional 

support mechanisms (IMS) is also a result of the general trend of decentralisation, leading 

to a greater involvement of local government in community interventions both in terms 

of authority and financial means (Lockwood 2002). Although there is still no formula of 

how to solve the support problem, IMS are now seen as crucial to the continued 

implementation of community management projects, and also as a mean to overcome 

many of the current criticisms of the community management model. 
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2.52.52.52.5 Community management in practiceCommunity management in practiceCommunity management in practiceCommunity management in practice    

Having theoretically defined it and looked at the linked concepts, what does community 

management mean in practice? This is a difficult question to answer, as the concept in 

itself promotes a great flexibility and adaptation to each particular setting. In addition, 

the application of community management is continuously in evolution, following general 

trends in the international development community. Numerous studies have tried to 

identify a “best practice” in order to make the approach more replicable and possible to 

“scale up”. However, the result has been the recognition that there is no “off the shelf” 

solution and that each community is unique (IRC 2002). This puts a great responsibility on 

the executors and implementers of community management. Many supporters of 

community management have argued that it works if it is properly applied, and that 

failures are due to poor implementation (Evans and Appleton 1993). In the later years, 

focus has started to shift to a need to add features such as institutional development and 

capacity building to the initial concept (Lockwood 2002 and Blagbrough 2001). This study 

goes a step further and questions the management model itself. 

 

2.5.1 Demand 

As mentioned before, it has been proved that projects that responded to real demands 

and desires by communities were more successful. Demand ensures engagement and 

political will and also willingness to pay for operation and maintenance. The demand-

responsive approach (DRA) is used in most projects today, and has even been included in 

policy in some countries. Generally, willingness to contribute to capital costs is seen as an 

indication of demand. This can be assessed through willingness to pay surveys, priority 

ranking activities or by the progress of a committee in collecting money.  

 

Demand-responsive approaches have some difficulties. They are in conflict with ideas 

about full and equal coverage since some communities are prioritised. Often, demand is 

not “real” but induced by false expectations created by international agencies or political 

leaders.
1
 Waiting for the collection of money, demand-responsive approaches take time. 

In addition, the link between capital cost contribution and demand can be questioned. 

Willingness to pay surveys are a complicated process and need highly skilled personnel 

and resources (Harvey and Reed 2004). In practice, NGOs often implement where they 

find it suitable for them or the donors, and pay lip-service to donor’s and government’s 

requirements about DRA (Parker and Skytta 2002). 

 

2.5.2 Participatory assessment and informed choice 

The second step is normally a participatory assessment of the current condition in the 

village, using participatory methods and involving a large section of the population. This 

helps the users to learn about their problems and ways to solve them, and gives the 

implementing agency a better understanding of the socio-economic and cultural setting 

(Bolt and Fonseca 2001). In addition, technical assessments and base line studies can be 

                                                      
1
 Interview with Geoffrey Balibali, private consultant, Kampala, 12.06.2008 
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carried out. The population is guided to understand their problem and the negative 

effects of it (ie lack of clean water and negative health effects such as frequent diarrhoea) 

and then presented with a range of options of water supply systems to choose from.
2
 

Ideally, the requirements of capital and recurrent costs of the different systems are also 

displayed, and the community is able to make an informed choice based on a democratic 

process (Bolt and Fonseca 2001). 

 

In reality, the implementing agency normally already has an idea of the appropriate 

technological option for the village in question, based on experience and technical know-

how in addition to physical data about water quality, distances and height differences. 

Communities are poorly equipped to recognise what technological option is the best for 

them, as they lack practical experience with the options and are often illiterate. They 

normally choose the option presented to them as the most appropriate. If this is done in a 

consultative way and the community perceives that it has made a choice, the goal of the 

participatory method (acceptance and ownership) is mostly achieved. In easier questions 

such as the location of tap-stands or handpumps communities can be more realistically 

involved, provided their choices are technically feasible. The involvement of the 

community in the technology choice and design of the project is therefore in reality often 

a balance-striking between skilful guidance (and manipulation) by a facilitator and real 

participation.
3
 

 

2.5.3 Community participation 

After the technology choice and, if required, the collection of money for the capital costs, 

the community is some times asked to participate in the implementation phase of the 

project. This was already practiced in the 1980s under the label “community 

participation” and normally consists in provision of free labour or materials (Lockwood 

2002). The idea is that even poor communities can contribute with labour, and that this 

creates an ownership feeling and the wish to maintain and use the system. The ability of 

the community to organise such a labour effort is also seen as an indicator of community 

organisation. The energy and willingness of the communities to participate vary and 

depend on how the project is initiated. In some countries such as Uganda, communities 

have repeatedly been exposed to projects that have not been realised, and are reluctant 

to participate.
4
 In other locations communities participate enthusiastically and problems 

only come in the operation and maintenance phase. 

 

Although this is widely practiced today, the link between free labour and ownership has 

been questioned (IRC 2002). In addition, poor communities often live from what they 

harvest fish or produce each day, and a day of voluntary work can mean no food for the 

family (WSP 2004). The provision of free labour and materials can also delay the project 

considerably and reduce the quality of the works if resources are not available for 

constant mobilisation and supervision. 

 

                                                      
2
 Interview with Ronald Kato Salongo, Director Kyakulumbuye Development Foundation, Kampala, 

11.06.2008 
3
 Interview with Geoffrey Balibali, op.cit. 

4
 Ibid. 
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2.5.4 The water committee 

At some point in the project, a water committee is democratically elected or appointed in 

the community, with a certain percentage of women. This committee can initially be in 

charge of capital contributions or labour organisation, but its main function is to manage 

the operation and maintenance of the system after its installation. It normally consists of 

a chairperson, secretary and treasurer, and ordinary members. It should be 

representative of the community and free of political interference. Ideally, it should be 

based on traditional management structures or organisations in the community, and be 

accepted and supported by local leaders. If it can be attached to existing structures such 

as a local council, it avoids an additional institutional burden on the community. 

Committee members work on a voluntary basis, and the main task of the committee is to 

ensure that water of sufficient quality and quantity is delivered to the users each day. 

There are numerous options of money collection, such as a household fee, through taxes 

or per jerrycan.
5
 Water committees can also hire caretakers or local mechanics to look 

after particular taps or pumps, or when repair is needed. In general, the community 

management approach does not put any limits to how the operation and maintenance 

should be organised, and normally the final system is chosen by the community itself 

(Bolt and Fonseca 2001). 

 

In the latest years, there has been a transition of the role of the water committee from 

encompassing all elements of operation and maintenance, to a distinction between 

strategic decisions and day to day operation and maintenance (Carter et al 1999). There is 

a tendency towards redefining the role of the water committee as an “overseeing” body 

taking strategic decisions, leaving operation and maintenance to trained and sometimes 

paid individuals (van Beers 2002a). New evidence shows that the participation of the 

community in maintenance activities does not necessarily enhance sustainability (Harvey 

and Reed 2004). The potentials of “community overseeing” instead of community 

management is a new and sparsely covered subject, and hence one of the key elements 

of this study. 

 

2.5.5 Stakeholder relations 

Community management is in practice a partnership between the main stakeholders in 

the sector of rural water supply. The exact roles of the stakeholders vary in each case, 

depending on the local government structure in the country and how implementation 

and funding is organised. Some roles responsibilities in operation and maintenance (not 

implementation) are general for most projects in sub-Saharan Africa (adapted from 

Harvey and Reed 2004): 

- The local government is responsible for regulation, facilitation, monitoring and 

information provision. Normally, after the project is handed over, the government 

is expected to give follow-up, training and technical support to the committees 

- The water committee (or community based organisation, CBO) is responsible for 

the management and operation and maintenance of the water system. In some 

cases operation and/or maintenance can be contracted out to the private sector 

                                                      
5
 A jerrycan is the container most commonly used to fetch water in Uganda, and normally contains between 

20 and 22 litres 
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- The private sector provides spare parts, combustibles and other logistic services, 

and can also provide operation and maintenance services 

 

The community elects the water committee and pays for the services. The water 

committee is accountable to the community, and reports to the local government. If 

persons are paid for operation, the water committee controls and supervises these 

people. They can be local mechanics or individual caretakers of taps that are paid to sell 

water or to maintain the taps. External mechanics can also be hired and paid for larger 

repairs, unless there is technical support from the local government. In Africa, NGOs with 

international donor funding are the main actors in the construction of rural water 

supplies. In some countries where donor funding is channelled through local governments 

as a result of decentralisation and a sector wide approach (SWAP) (like in Uganda, see 

chapter 5), government is the main implementer. In some countries, implementation is 

still done by the central government such as Malawi and South Africa. Eventually, the 

project is normally handed over to the community for operation and maintenance. NGOs 

are normally required to report to local governments about their activities and conduct 

an active partnership. In reality, local government structures often lack capacity and 

funding to follow up all the projects, and in many cases NGOs have bypassed the local 

government structures and provide support in the post-construction phase as well. 

 

 
Figure 2.1 – Stakeholder relations for operation and maintenance through community management 

 

2.62.62.62.6 The meritsThe meritsThe meritsThe merits    of community managementof community managementof community managementof community management    

Correctly implemented and supported, community managed water supply projects have a 

great potential, and the approach has many compelling attributes. Community 

management is a people-cantered approach, leading to appropriate and affordable 

solutions in opposition to a top-down approach. It also builds skills, confidence and self-

respect in communities that were previously “excluded” from development. One of the 

main merits of community management is that the empowerment of communities 

through a water project can have a positive impact on the development of the 

community as a whole. Community members learn how to function in a community-

based organisation such as a water committee and how to put resources and capacities 

together to realise projects. They learn how to take democratic decisions and how to find 

common solutions to problems. In many rural settings there has been evidence of other 

community groups created after the arrival of the water project, such as income 
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generating groups (Blagbrough 2001). The water project is seen as an entry point to the 

community, and as a part of a larger process of development. The empowerment of one 

community can also create a momentum that induces other communities to demand 

water supply systems and receive a project, and this can create a ripple effect and 

eventually lead to full coverage (Evans and Appleton 1993). 

 

In addition, community management has helped to take some of the financial pressure 

off under-funded and over-stretched government agencies. In the first years, community 

management was seen as more cost-effective than top-down approaches due to the 

positive impact on sustainability and the mobilisation of resources locally (Evans and 

Appleton 1993). The additional costs of training and monitoring the community were 

seen to be outweighed by the benefits. In later years the need for long-term interventions 

with capacity building, follow up and the building of institutional support mechanisms, 

the cost-effectiveness of community management has to be revised. Nevertheless, cost 

effectiveness in financial terms is not always the only goal and community management 

has many non-quantifiable impacts that cannot be captured in monetary terms. 

 

 
 

2.72.72.72.7 The limits of communiThe limits of communiThe limits of communiThe limits of community managementty managementty managementty management    

Already in the early 90s it was recognised that community management had its 

limitations and that it was not a guarantee for success (Carter et al 1999). Despite this, it 

has been continuously implemented and increasingly included in government policy, as 

well as advocated by international donor agencies and NGOs. The lack of recognition of 

the limits of community management can seem like paradox, and for many practitioners 

the poor results in terms of sustainability are seen as the “elephant in the room”. Why do 

most practitioners know that the problems are there but refuse to recognise them? This 

is reflected by a lack of literature that systematically discusses the failures and problems 

of community management. Why is it that governments, NGOs and international agencies 

fail to criticise the concept per se? For many organisations that have been promoting the 

concept for decades, criticising community management can mean undermining their 

raison d’être. Therefore, the failure of community management projects is normally 

attributed to either external conditions such as inappropriate government support or 

environmental hazards, internal problems such as community conflicts or the breakdown 

Box 2.1 - Summary of merits of community management 
- Equity: since the community is involved at all stages, the project is likely to take into account the 

needs of a broader section of the community 

- Cost-efficiency: resources are mobilised locally and pressure taken off centralised structures 

- Sustainability: with a genuine ownership feeling of the structure and given the skills to maintain it, 

the community is more likely to keep the water supply functional over a long period of time 

- Empowerment of the community: the community is trained both in technical and managerial skills, 

that can benefit other activities 

- Development: the skills learned from managing the water project and often only the 

acknowledgement that their situation can be changed by a joint intervention, leads to development 

initiatives and has positive impacts on the general economic development of the community 

- Replicability: when neighbouring communities see and hear about the project, demand is created 

and the process repeats itself 

 

Sources: Blagbrough 2001, Evans and Appleton 1993 and interviews with Balibali, Salongo and Kimanzi 
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of the water committee, or poor implementation of the concept in the first place. There 

are numerous examples of excuses but this study will consider the limitations of the more 

underlying ideas of community management. 

 

2.7.1 A programme approach 

Due to the need for continuous long-term support for community management, the 

underlying structure used for the implementation of water supply by NGOs and 

governments, the project, has been undermined. It is no longer possible to justify the 

construction of infrastructure with a subsequent hand-over to the local community or 

authority (IRC 2002). Community management requires follow up and support that is 

often more based on management issues than technical problems, an area where local 

governments are still struggling to keep pace. At the same time, it is difficult for NGOs 

and donors to justify the efficiency and cost of long-term projects. These constraints, 

together with the need for institutional support mechanisms, have led to the advocacy of 

a programmatic approach (Harvey and Reed 2004). However, the transition is not 

unproblematic. In order to put infrastructure development into a programmatic context 

based on a whole region or sector, a legislative framework has to be developed, 

stakeholders have to take on new responsibilities and funds have to be channelled in a 

different way. This has led to sector reform in recent years in many developing countries, 

such as in Uganda (see chapter 5). It has also led to the need for a closer cooperation 

between NGOs and other stakeholders, and a centralised monitoring of sector 

performance. Even if sector experts have recognised this and small steps are taken in a 

few countries, there is still need for a shift in perception on the donor and also the 

government side. At the same time, there is a danger of reforming the water sector too 

fast without making sure the government or other support mechanisms are ready to carry 

out a long-term support role. 

 

2.7.2 Scaling up 

With the deadline of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) around the corner,
6
 the 

need for interventions on a larger scale becomes more pressing. The question is: 

assuming community management is the proper approach for rural water supplies, how 

to scale it up? An interesting e-conference was held on this subject in 2002, organised by 

WEDC and IRC (IRC 2002). Practitioners and academics from all over the world 

contributed. Again, emphasis was on the need for appropriate support mechanisms, and 

that a great effort is needed to “be serious about the entire service system from the 

centre out to the edges” (IRC 2002). 

 

2.7.3 Cost and time 

Connected to the question of scaling up is this question: with the additional cost and time 

effort involved in community management projects, is it worth it? Will it achieve the goals 

of full coverage and sustainable services? On the contrary to initial estimates, evidence 

shows that community management is definitely more costly than a top-down approach 

                                                      
6
 The Millennium Development Goals aim to be achieved by 2015 
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in the short term (WHO cited in Harvey and Reed 2004). It is difficult to say if its benefits 

outweigh the costs in the long term, since few alternative approaches exist. One of the 

problems is how to measure the benefits, since they involve effects on the whole 

economic development of the community. In addition, many countries only measure the 

progress of the water sector in terms of access and not in terms of sustainability. It is 

therefore difficult to find evidence about community management being a more 

sustainable approach than centralised service provision.  

 

At the same time, the large investments made during 20 years and the large number of 

dysfunctional systems at present should speak for themselves. There is a need to 

acknowledge the full costs of community management, including capacity building of 

institutional support mechanisms and long term follow up (IRC 2002). In addition, 

education, behaviour change and institutional reforms are extremely long processes with 

a need for on-going investment and commitment.  

 

2.7.4 Ownership and willingness to pay 

Recent studies show that the assumed link between capital contribution and ownership is 

not as solid as previously believed. Nor is the fact that capital contribution is an 

expression of demand (Harvey and Reed 2004). Increasingly, other aspects than the 

improvement of health are linked to an improved water supply, and evidence shows that 

short term factors such as convenience (time) are far more significant for the 

communities than long-term effects such as improved health. The links between the 

motivations for improved water supplies and the willingness to pay for them need to be 

better explored and documented, and this has important implications on design and the 

management model. 

 

2.7.5 Motivation 

The links between motivation and sustainability are increasingly being explored. The fact 

that with enough motivation even the most unsustainable technology can be kept 

functional has implications on community managed models. In addition to lack of 

capacity, the lack of motivation is the main cause of failure in committees. Motivating rich 

people to work for the common good is hard enough, motivating poor people living from 

day to day to do the same is even harder. The common belief was that poor communities 

would do anything to improve their living situation if only given the appropriate tools and 

the chance. However, the human being is normally guided by self-interest unless norms 

and rules in the society tell him otherwise. These rules were often present in traditional 

communities dominated by strong leaders and beliefs. With the influence of the cash 

economy, telecommunications, migration and democratisation, the traditional structures 

are deteriorating. The community is a dynamic entity, and as Richard Carter points out, 

the economic development itself is a threat to community management: “community 

management works because it has to. Whether it will continue over the long term, as 

developing countries communities succumb to the same pressure which have altered the 

nature of ‘community’ in the industrialised world, is debatable” (Carter et al 1999). 
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It is therefore necessary to think in new lines when it comes to the motivation of the 

community of keeping a water supply going. The real benefits of having clean water have 

to be incorporated into the management model, even if they have nothing to do with a 

better health. As materialism, individualism and productive activities influence the rural 

communities, community members cannot be expected to work on a voluntary basis 

anymore. This calls for new approaches to the management of rural water systems, either 

through outsourcing daily operation and maintenance, or through partnerships with 

government. Even though these variations of community management have been 

implemented in great numbers over the past years, few have been documented and the 

core principle, the need for motivation, is poorly explored. 

 

2.82.82.82.8 ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

Increased community participation in the design and management of rural water supplies 

has characterised the water supply services in the developing world the last three 

decades. As a reaction to dysfunctional governments and lack of funds, it placed focus 

and decision-making power on the lowest level. It has had positive impacts on 

empowerment, knowledge building and gender equality in rural communities. At the 

same time, there are challenges when it comes to sustainability, effective operation and 

maintenance models and scaling up.  

 

The traditional community management model is based on a voluntarily working water 

committee that is managing the money paid by the community for operation and 

maintenance, and sometimes also carrying out operation and maintenance themselves. 

They receive training from either an NGO or a government body, and are accountable to 

the community. Most failures of rural water supplies are due to dysfunctional committees 

affected by political interference, conflicts between different segments of the community, 

lack of experience in how to manage and organise a committee and problems with the 

management storage and money. Communities are dynamic entities subject to migration, 

death and changes in socio-economic conditions. Where community management has 

worked, it is normally thanks to strong leadership or personal commitment. But also this 

influence has a time limit. It is therefore necessary to create external support 

mechanisms that can intervene and bring the water committee back on track, and at the 

same time there is reason to rethink the traditional community management model itself. 

 

There is extensive literature about the history and implementation of community 

management, however its challenges and failures are poorly documented. There is also 

little information to be found about core casual links that provide the main assumptions 

of community management, such as the link between community contribution and 

ownership, and between motivation and sustainability. Literature about alternative 

models of community management is also scarce, although several NGOs experiment 

with innovative approaches. In addition to different partnerships with government, one 

of the possibilities seems to be an increased role of the private sector. However, since 

community management is still the dominating approach for rural water supplies, any 

reflection about private sector involvement should be made with an extensive knowledge 

of the principles, advantages and limitations of the community management concept. 
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3333 PPPPrivate sector involvementrivate sector involvementrivate sector involvementrivate sector involvement    

 

3.13.13.13.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

Apart from the emergence of community management, a second reaction to the failure of 

the centralised approach was the introduction of the private sector. Where government 

utilities had failed to deliver, developing countries were heavily pushed to privatise public 

services and infrastructure during the 1990s, especially by the World Bank. While rural 

water supply was placed in the hands of the communities, urban water supply became 

the responsibility of either national or international private enterprises. Even if the 

introduction of the private sector was mostly limited to urban areas which benefited from 

economies of scale, there are lessons to be learned and general principles that also apply 

for rural water supply. This chapter will first look at private sector involvement in general, 

but then concentrate on the subject of this study: private sector involvement in rural 

water supply. 

 

3.23.23.23.2 Private sector involvement Private sector involvement Private sector involvement Private sector involvement ----    a troubled historya troubled historya troubled historya troubled history    

3.2.1 Contracting out 

The term contracting out is normally used about a service that was previously provided by 

a government agency. Sansom et al define contracting out as “the use of external agents 

through short-term agreements to undertake activities that have traditionally been 

carried out internally by government departments or agencies” (2003:1). In the case of 

water supplies, the private operator performs a service previously carried out by a public 

utility, the community, or, in many cases, not carried out at all.  

3.2.2 The driving force 

The driving force behind private sector involvement is closely linked to the capitalistic 

system that dominates most of the world. With an existing demand, a private operator 

will be invited to produce a service or good at a price ideally determined by the 

intersection of supply and demand in that given market. In a free market economy, an 

entrepreneur will stay in the market for as long as he can break even and make a profit in 

the long term. When production costs exceed prices for a certain amount of time and no 

new capital can be injected, the entrepreneur will be forced to give up his business. On 

the contrary, if there is sufficient demand and the cost of entry is not too high, new 

entrepreneurs will enter the market until the price has fallen to a rate where it stabilises. 

These movements of prices and entry and exits of suppliers dictate the equilibrium price 

of a certain good. Each entrepreneur will try to minimise the costs and maximise the 

benefits, in order to make profits with his business. This requires him to use human and 

financial resources effectively and to produce a product that is accepted and demanded 

by the consumers. Ideally, this leads to good quality products for consumers, and efficient 

allocation of resources (Mankiw 2002). 
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Water was recognised as an economic good during the conference in Dublin leading up to 

the world summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The principle has been controversial and is 

still debated. In many African countries people were promised free water for decades by 

their politicians, and it is still commonly seen as the duty of the government to provide 

water services (Metha et al 2007). This is especially true in rural areas; in the urban 

setting people are more likely to understand the cost of pumping and treating water than 

in rural areas where the water supply might be a simple borehole or a protected spring.
7
 

Water was recognised as a human right by the UN, and many argue that it is a public 

good. At the same time, a large amount of poor people, both in rural and urban 

environments, pay a high price for the water they consume (Kariuki and Schwartz 2005). 

 

The debated status of water as an economic good is further complicated by the fact that 

water services are often natural monopolies; the investment of the infrastructure is so 

large that it is difficult to introduce competition. This, and the fact that water is necessary 

for life and is therefore a basic commodity, opens up for opportunistic behaviour of 

private water operators (Barungi et al 2003). 

 

In reality there is therefore no such thing as a free market economy for water services.  

This makes it difficult to assume that adopting market mechanisms will ensure a good 

service. Prices are influenced by government policies, natural monopolies and external 

shocks. Some argue that it is necessary to have government subsidies to make sure 

everyone has water, especially the poor. Nevertheless, some of the benefits from a 

market approach can still be achieved in a next-best situation. Profit is a powerful 

motivation, and the challenge lies in “tapping the entrepreneurial spirit through the profit 

motive while embedding that spirit in disciplines that can harness private initiatives for 

socially useful purposes” (Klein and Hadjimichael 2003). This is also called the “Swedish” 

model and introduces competition in public services, accompanied by a strong regulatory 

framework. Through regulation and control, a competitive market is artificially created so 

that for-profit companies will compete and the social goals will be achieved more 

efficiently. A second option is a change in behaviour of the actors in the market. A new 

group of entrepreneurs that are aiming to achieve social goals in addition to profit are 

emerging. Social entrepreneurship focuses on meeting demand and improving social well-

being through innovation and new business ideas. The underlying philosophy is that each 

social problem is also an opportunity to launch a venture that generates profits (Perrini 

2006). In addition to profit in monetary terms, social entrepreneurs also measure their 

success in non-monetary achievements. Both the Swedish model and social 

entrepreneurship are approaches are still elusive in rural settings of developing countries, 

but valuable elements can still be extracted and lessons learned for use in the water 

supply sector. 

 

3.2.3 The urban experience 

Privatisation and so-called public private partnership in water supply services have led to 

a heated debate worldwide since it was introduced in the late 1990s mainly by the World 

Bank (Barungi et al 2003). Multinational companies were allowed to bid for concessions in 

                                                      
7
 Interview with Geoffrey Balibali, op.cit. 
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developing countries’ cities, and it was hoped that this would inject capital and expertise 

and lead to better service levels. However, the multinationals soon got a reputation of 

extortion and neglect of the poor neighbourhoods where no profits could be made. In 

addition, lack of community involvement and the recognition that multinationals 

undermine the creation of local capacity has resulted in a focus on strengthening local 

private operators instead (Barungi et al 2003). Even if the adventure of international 

companies in developing countries is often seen as a failure, the remains are that the 

private sector is today largely considered as a crucial development partner (Howard 

2005). The focus now is on how the private sector can be involved in a way that ensures a 

reliable service, and at the same time achieve some social goals such as providing water 

services to the poor (Klein and Hadjimichael 2003). 

 

3.2.4 Contractual relationships 

The tool that governs the relationship between the public entity and the private operator 

is the contract. There are several modalities of contracts, ranging from simple 

management contracts to large concession contracts (see box 3.1). A thorough discussion 

of the different contracts is beyond the scope of this study since small rural systems are 

unlikely to engage in complex long-term agreements. At the same time, the nature of the 

contract is as important to a small-scale rural operator as for a large company; if the 

contract is poorly formulated, agreed and managed it can have detrimental effects on the 

quality of the service. Instead of discussing types of contracts, some general principles in 

formulating a good contract will therefore be highlighted (adapted from Sansom et al 

2003). 

 

- A common understanding: the basis of a good contract is a common understanding 

of the aims and objectives of the contract and the level of service that needs to be 

ensured 

- Skills of the parties: This is a challenge particularly in rural settings where private 

operators have poor skills about contracts. Parties might need additional training 

before they are ready to get engaged in a contractual relationship 

- A partnership approach: Experts are increasingly advocating the inclusion of 

partnership aspects in contracts. This includes a frequent and regular 

communication, and the recognition and respect of the partner. The aim is to build 

trust and in this way reduce the probability of conflicts. 

- Incentives and performance: incentives and performance indicators are 

increasingly used to ensure a good service delivery and to reach social objectives 

that do not have clear economic incentives attached. Incentives come in different 

varieties and can include everything from yearly bonuses to complex subsidy 

mechanisms. 

- Legal and institutional framework: every contractual relationship needs to be 

embedded in a solid legal framework. Where government objectives are at stake, it 

is also important to have a institutional layout that favours the involvement of the 

private sector 
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3.2.5 Moving towards the rural areas 

After the troubled history of privatisation of urban water services, the move towards 

private sector involvement in rural areas has been slow. This is not only due to lack of 

political will or donor interest, but also to the characteristics of the rural settings that are 

fundamentally different from the urban one. However, in the recent years, some 

countries have started to experiment with private sector contracts in small rural towns. 

Uganda was one of the first countries to introduce public-private partnership in the 

management of water systems in small towns (Tayler 2007). See chapter 5 for a more 

detailed description of this system. Another country where the World Bank has 

encouraged contracting out of water and sanitation services to autonomous providers in 

rural towns and small municipalities, is Ecuador. The municipalities get technical 

assistance and financial incentives to adopt the new management model. The contracts 

are adapted to each setting, and to whether the operator is a public, private, community 

or a mixed ownership company. The requirements are recovering operation, maintenance 

and replacement costs, including pro-poor measures and commitment from the 

municipalities (WSP 2005). Both Uganda and Ecuador have seen improved services and 

coverage as a result of privatisation, although tariffs for some users have increased. Small 

towns have many rural characteristics, but in addition to public water points they 

normally have a considerable amount of house connections. This increases the revenue 

base and also the consumption of water. This study will focus on private sector 

involvement in the small rural communities where most of the people draw water from 

public standposts. These communities represent the bulk of the population in Africa and 

also the bulk of people without access to drinking water (WMC 2005). 

 

3.33.33.33.3 Private sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supplyPrivate sector involvement in rural water supply    

3.3.1 Involving the private sector 

Before the nature of private sector involvement can be analysed, it is important to clarify 

what we mean by private sector involvement in the rural water supply sector. Terms such 

as private sector involvement, privatisation and private-public partnership have different 

Box 3.1 – Overview of PPP contract options 

 

Contract type 
Asset 

ownership 

Operation and 

maintenance 

Capital 

investment 

Commercial 

risk 

Typical 

duration 

Service 

contracts 
Public 

Public and 

private 
Public Public 1 to 3 years 

Management 

contracts 
Public Private Public Public 3 to 5 years 

Lease or 

Affermage 

contracts 

Public Private Public Shared 8 to 10 years 

Concession Public Private Private Private 25 to 30 years 

BOT 
Private and 

public 
Private Private Private 15 to 25 years 

Adapted from Sansom 2006 
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meanings, but the literature is not always clear about their distinction (WMC 2005). For 

the purpose of this study, private sector involvement in rural water supplies will be 

understood as the involvement of an entity or person, on a formal or informal basis, to 

supply operation and maintenance services in exchange for money. The private entity 

should be formally asked by the owner, government or community to deliver a certain 

level of service, and the responsibilities should ideally be outlined in a contract. The 

private entity should also to a certain extent be motivated by the possibility of making 

profit. A summary of the actors that are most likely to get involved in the management of 

rural water supplies is given below. 

  

3.3.2 Private sector operators 

In the context of large companies the categorisation is clear. However when it comes to 

rural areas and small, informal operators, it is important to define what is meant by a 

private operator. In the context of operation and maintenance of rural water supplies, 

this can include: 

3.3.2.1 Small, medium or micro businesses 

These can be formal or informal and different definitions are found in the literature. A 

common definition used is small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) (Oyo 2002). There 

is no accepted definition for SMEs in the literature, but in industrialised countries they 

mostly include enterprises that engage less than 200 people (Gunningham 2002). Since 

rural water providers are likely to engage far less than that, mostly between 1 and 5 

people, micro and small enterprises (MSEs) can be a more appropriate term (Carter et al 

2003). Most countries give SMEs a legal status and have a procedure for registration. The 

requirements vary, and also the extent to which SMEs are regulated. Others speak of 

small water enterprises (Metha et al 2007) or small private service providers (SPSPs) 

(Kariuki and Schwatz 2005). 

3.3.2.2 Local artisans  

These can be local mechanics or technicians, either with existing skills or trained for the 

purpose of the project (Danert et al 2003). 

3.3.2.3 Local retailers and manufacturers 

These play an important role in the supply of spare parts and inputs to the operation 

process such as chemicals and fuel. 

3.3.2.4 Individuals  

These are individuals that own a water system and charge the users for water (Harvey 

and Reed 2004). It can be the owner of a single handpump, or an entire piped water 

system. Sometimes, such as in the case of a handpump mechanic, the private entity 

consists of one individual only. In other cases, individuals are contracted in the 

community to do a certain job such as tap attendants, guards, meter-man and valve-man, 

but they can hardly be considered as private operators on their own. At the same time 

they are the most frequent representatives of the private sector involved in the rural 

water supply sector, and mostly operate on an informal basis (WMC 2005). 
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3.3.2.5 NGOs/CBOs 

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), either national or international, are normally 

not described as private sector entities. They are normally not motivated by profit but by 

promoting a cause, and channel funds from donors to recipients. Their regular activities in 

rural areas in developing countries cannot be described and private sector involvement, 

even if they are not public. However, in some cases NGOs are formally asked to provide a 

certain service and enter into a contractual relationship with government or communities 

to operate water systems. This has been tried out in several countries (Clayton 1999). 

Nevertheless, NGOs are more likely to be contracted for software services such as 

community mobilisation than for the actual running of a water system. It is also important 

to bear in mind that NGOs are generally non-profit organisations with different incentives 

and objectives than commercial organisations (WSP 2000) even if many have moved 

towards commercialisation in response to a demand for contracting (Harvey 2003). 

Community Based Organisations (CBOs) can be the water committee, village group or a 

registered organisation with a constitution and a legal status. In some cases, the CBO can 

act as a private entity, when it is asked by the community to manage the water services 

and operates on a profitable basis.  

3.3.2.6 The importance of small private operators 

Small-scale private operators are increasingly recognised as important service providers in 

developing countries (Howard 2005). They are already widespread in rural areas in other 

sectors such as food, agriculture and retailing. Their involvement in the rural water sector 

has until now been poorly documented and understood. A study funded by DfID that 

focused on legal, institutional and financial issues around small-scale private operators in 

the rural water supply sector, is the most comprehensive study in the field. The research 

included surveys and work with stakeholders in three countries: Ghana, Zambia and 

Tanzania. It found that the presence of the private sector in rural areas was extremely 

limited and that it faces many constraints. At the same time it underlined that there is 

great potential where there is adequate demand and the constraints can be overcome 

(WMC 2005). Some of the findings are included in the discussion below. Adequate 

demand means the possibility for private operators to survive and make profits, and this 

is the primary incentive for the entry of private operators into the market of rural water 

supply (Oyo 2002). At the same time, studies have found that many small scale private 

operators are involved in rural water supply because of a sense of duty towards the 

community (WMC 2005 and WSP 2004). However, these are isolated cases and the 

literature agrees that some element of profit must exist in order to sustain the 

motivation. 

 

3.3.3 Modalities of involvement 

Before turning to the general conditions of private sector involvement in the operation 

and maintenance of rural water supplies, some examples of ways of integration will be 

looked at. The involvement of the private sector in the construction and implementation 

of rural water supplies is generally better documented, regulated and understood than 

their involvement in operation and maintenance. This is linked to the fact that contracts 

for construction are mostly short-term with a defined physical outcome. Describing the 

involvement of the private sector in operation and maintenance is much more complex 
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since it covers a great variety of services over a long period of time (Metha et al 2007). 

One of the objectives of this study is to show new ways of incorporating the private 

sector in rural water supplies, and more detailed case studies from Uganda will follow. To 

give a complete picture, examples from other countries will be presented briefly, grouped 

in three categories according the ownership and management of the system. 

 

3.3.3.1 Private ownership and management 

In this case, the water supply hardware is owned by a private entity. The owner of the 

system can either manage it himself, or he can contract out operation and maintenance 

to a different person or entity. Examples of this system can be found in Uganda, where 

individual households own handpumps and sell water to community members (Harvey 

and Reed 2004). The owner pays a pump-attendant that collects the money and keeps 

the area clean. The benefits of this model is that there is a great incentive for the 

owner/manager to maintain and repair the facility, since one day of downtime equals the 

losses of one day of sales. The owner is not dependent on others to make decisions, and 

will normally be able to mobilise the cash to repair the source. A study in Bangladesh 

showed that the downtime of privately owned wells was significantly lower than public 

handpumps (WSP 2000). This model is also the prevalent model for rainwater harvesting 

projects, where the facility mostly is at household level.
8
  

 

In Maharashtra, India, individuals developed boreholes initially used for irrigation and 

extended pipelines to households close to their residence as a response to demand for 

water during the dry season. Interestingly, several of these small private piped supplies 

can exist in a single village, each supplying to the part of the village closest to them (WSP 

2004). The problem with this model is that the owner needs to invest a substantial 

amount of capital to buy or construct the facility, something that is rare in rural 

communities. In addition, if the source is the only one in the community, it opens up for 

exploitation since the price is set by the owner alone (Harvey and Reed 2004). This can be 

avoided by some kind of community control or supervision, like in a case in Tanzania 

where a private person proposed to the community to rehabilitate a failed system and 

manage it on a private shareholder basis (Boydell 1999). The community established a 

water committee, and the private operator would consult the committee and the village 

government for strategic decisions. 

 

An alternative is that a private company owns all the assets and either is responsible for 

the management or contracts out the management to sub-contractors. One model is 

found in Angola, where the government handed over a number of handpumps in an area 

to a private company. This company leases the handpumps out to caretakers that recover 

costs from the communities. If major maintenance is needed, the caretaker pays the 

private company for the services (van Beers 2002a).  

 

Asian countries are experimenting with private investment in the construction and 

management of rural water infrastructure, through different contracts. BOO (build-

operate-own) contracts were piloted in Laos but the success was limited because of the 
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 Interview with Gilbert Kimanzi, Assistant Commissioner for Rural Water, Directorate of Water 

Development, Ministry of Water and Environment, Uganda, Kampala, 26.06.2008 
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extremely high price of capital (Apalyath and Meadley 2004). BOT (build-operate-transfer) 

contracts and full private ownership (divestiture) of rural water supply systems have 

become frequent in Cambodia (see box 3.2), where private investors find the rural water 

supply sector interesting because of reasonable levels of investment and simpler 

technologies than other industrial activities. An upfront subsidy provided by international 

donors also helped to make the sector more attractive to private investment (Mahé et al 

2004). Private ownership requires investment in the rural water sector, something that is 

currently lacking in most countries (WMC 2005). The examples show that incentives can 

be created to attract investors, but the characteristics of most rural settings pose 

constraints in terms of availability of capital and the presence of private operators. 

 

3.3.3.2 Community ownership and private management 

Due to the expansion of the community management model in the 1980s and 90s 

described in chapter 2, the current state of most community water supplies in Africa is 

community ownership. This therefore represents a large category with a number of 

modalities for private sector involvement depending on technology, local setting etc. 

Some of the most typical models will be presented here, and the subject will be further 

developed through the case studies in chapter 6. 

 

For handpumps, the best known modality of private sector involvement for operation and 

maintenance is the area pump mechanics or circuit riders. Attempts to introduce regional 

handpump mechanics have been made in several countries, such as Uganda, Kenya, 

South Africa, Ghana and Zambia (Harvey and Reed 2004). Instead of training community 

members to carry out operation and maintenance of the handpump, one mechanic is 

trained and equipped to serve several handpumps against payment from the 

communities. This improves the quality of the maintenance since the mechanic has more 

experience, and the mechanic can benefit from economies of scale. The system is also 

easier to manage and establish than to train individuals in each community. Sometimes, 

the system includes a caretaker that is paid to do preventive maintenance, and pays the 

area mechanic for larger repairs. In most cases money is mobilised in the community 

whenever a problem arises (Harvey and Reed 2004). In many countries such as Uganda, 

this model has faced many problems. Pump mechanics often have to travel long distances 

Box 3.2 – Concession contracts in Cambodia 
In the rural areas of Cambodia, people increasingly demand higher level of services such as piped water 

supplies. The private sector is interested in the rural water sector since technologies are simpler and the 

investment lower than in urban areas. This is backed up by a policy that emphasises the use of the local 

private sector in construction and management of rural water supplies. A project was conducted from 

2001 to 2004 to show how private operators can provide an improved and effective service to the users. 

The private operators normally managed to mobilise 60% of the investment costs for piped water 

systems, 30% being covered by a subsidy and 10% was mobilised from the users. The project also 

supported the private operators with loans on favourable terms in the Rural Development Bank. The 

private operators signed BOT (Build-Operate-Transfer) and concession contracts with local authorities. 

The piped systems mainly serve house connections, and the connection fee is limited to encourage 

connections. In all villages connection rates are high, (above 60%) and steadily increasing. Increased 

amounts of water have also led to hygiene benefits. The challenge is how to reach the poorest families 

that cannot pay for a connection. 

Source: adapted from Mahé et al 2004 
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to reach the communities, and the payment does not reflect the effort. For many, being a 

hand pump mechanic is not enough to earn a living, since the number of handpumps one 

mechanic can serve in rural areas is limited by distance. Handpump mechanics are 

normally only called for crisis maintenance when the handpump has ceased to function, 

and no preventive maintenance is carried out. This considerably reduces the sustainability 

of the technology. Handpump mechanics also complain about little access to spares 

(Carter and Danert 2003 and Bwengye 1999). The concept can be improved by monitoring 

and follow up by an external body, such as the district authorities or an umbrella 

organisation of several mechanics. By introducing routine visits, preventive maintenance 

can be ensured (Harvey and Reed 2004). Case study 1 further explores this model. A new 

model that has been tested in Kenya is a “membership” model where handpump water 

committees can subscribe to a maintenance organisation. They pay a yearly fee that is 

collected from the households, and are entitled to 2 visits per year by a mechanic and 

free spares (van Beers 2002a). 

 

The “Total Warranty Scheme” is a partnership between a foreign manufacturer, local 

private enterprises and local government. The foreign company trains and equips local 

private companies to provide support for maintenance and spares, and the user 

communities pay an annual fee for maintenance. The model has been tried in Mauritania 

and Burkina Faso, but relies on sufficient incentives for the private manufacturers to 

provide assistance in terms of future sales of equipment (Harvey and Reed 2004). A 

similar approach is the “Water Assurance Scheme” where communities pay a monthly 

premium to a local private sector company. This scheme focuses even more on ongoing 

maintenance support, and the private sector company will ensure monitoring, repairs, 

water quality and even upgrades regardless of technology. This option only works if there 

is enough capacity in the local private sector, and needs to be supported by adequate 

government supervision and regulation (Harvey and Reed 2004). 

 

For other technologies such as small piped water schemes, a variety of models exist, each 

adapted to the local setting. The main features are that the community owns the system, 

and there is some strategic management or overseeing done by a representative water 

committee. This committee can work on a voluntary basis, or is paid everything from a 

small meeting allowance to a percentage of the total collections. A private operator is 

contracted on an informal or formal basis to run the scheme. In some cases, the water 

committee is in charge of financial management, money collection and strategic planning. 

In other cases, these tasks are also contracted out to a private operator. In most cases, 

the water supply has been constructed by government or donors and is subsequently 

handed over to the community. Examples can be found in the literature from a variety of 

countries, such as Pakistan (Tayler 2007), Cameroon (Evans and Appleton 1993), Uganda 

(SWTWS 2002), Ethiopia (Visscher and Wells 2007), Kenya (Metha et al 2007), Rwanda 

(IDA 2007), Cambodia (Mahé et al 2004), India (WSP 2004), Zambia, Ghana and Tanzania 

(WMC 2005). Examples from Kenya, Ethiopia and India show the possibility to expand the 

schemes to multiple villages, with a general steering committee delegating 

responsibilities to local committees and private operators. These schemes have proved to 

be successful despite a complex management structure, since the revenue base is higher 

(Metha et al 2007, Visscher and Wells 2007, WSP 2002 and WSP 2004).  
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Often, the schemes were originally managed through traditional community 

management, but the need for sustainable financial management called for the 

introduction of private sector mechanisms (see box 3.3). With a sound management, this 

ensures funds for operation and maintenance and also that preventive maintenance is 

carried out. However, financial management is a challenge in rural communities where 

literacy is poor and there are long distances to the bank. In addition, the systems need to 

benefit from some sort of support mechanism to work, both to the committee and to the 

private operator. The case studies presented in chapter 6 further illustrate this model and 

discuss the advantages and disadvantages of it more in depth. 

 

Another alternative is the cooperative, where prominent members of the community 

come together and collect money to construct a water supply system. The system is then 

legally owned by the cooperative that also has an overseeing role. A private operator is 

contracted to run the service, and different relationships to government structures exist. 

The most famous cooperative model is the one of Wittenbach in Switzerland that was 

slowly expanded in a period over a hundred years to cover seven villages (Lockwood 

2004). Here, rich landowners came together and decided to supply the community with 

water. Community members sit on a management committee and work on a voluntary 

basis. They have contracted out operation and maintenance to a private operator, and 

receive technical and institutional support from the local fire fighter department and 

from the local government. Another example is Olavanna in India, where community 

members took the water scarcity problem into their own hands after the government 

failed to provide. The cooperative model was replicated throughout the region with legal 

support from local government (WSP 1999b). The main difference between the 

cooperative model and the model above is that the capital investment is entirely 

mobilised in the community, and a legal entity is formed before construction of the 

Box 3.3 – Private sector involvement in Kenya 
Kenya is currently going through a reform process of the water sector. The new policy recognises the 

potential of small scale private operators, and more than 3000 water projects are managed by small 

water enterprises across the country. The projects are typically small piped schemes that serve an 

average population of 5000. Most of the projects were constructed and handed over under the 

community management model, but have included the private sector out of necessity to increase 

collections for operation and maintenance. The goal with the reform is that this approach becomes the 

norm, and an institutional system with seven regional water service boards that oversee the service 

providers is being established. These boards enter into a contractual relationship with each water 

enterprise. Many small water enterprises have been operating for many years and have proved their 

ability to successfully manage operation and maintenance. An example is the Kenara water project 

where a women’s group took over the management after the established committee failed. The group 

contracts out operation and maintenance to a private operator, and until now they asked the district 

office for assistance if needed. The project is doing well financially and is even able to save money for 

future repairs and extensions.  However, with the introduction of the reform the staffing at the district 

water offices will be drastically reduced. Kenya recognises the need for external support mechanisms 

because most private operators are locals with little technical expertise. At the same time the market 

for business developing services is still limited. The main actors in the sector agree that business 

development services should be purchased on a commercial basis, but the absence of available services 

in rural areas and the limited financial ability of some of the enterprises put an important constraint to 

the success of the reform. 

Source: adapted from Metha et al 2007 
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facility with responsibilities towards the community. This option requires available capital 

in the community as well as technical and managerial skills to manage the construction 

and operation of the system. 

3.3.3.3 Public ownership and private management 

Where water was traditionally supplied by centralised agencies, the public sector might 

still own the assets and facilities. Similarly to urban environments, private operators can 

enter into contractual relationships with the government to manage, operate and 

maintain water facilities in rural areas. This can be done through concession contracts let 

either to small international companies, international NGOs (Blom 2002) or local private 

companies. As in the urban setting, long-term concession contracts ensure long term 

planning and sustainability, but it is difficult to enter into complex contractual 

relationships with small-scale private operators. Local CBOs can be facilitated to enter 

into lease contracts with public entities as it was done in India (WSP 1999a). Here, a CBO 

took responsibility to manage a multi-village scheme for 15 years, and sub-contracted a 

private operator to carry out operation and maintenance. The CBO got training and 

assistance from the government, and was formed out of water committees from the four 

villages. This created community ownership and hence better management of the 

publicly owned facilities. In South Africa, local governments are also experimenting with 

contracting out services to CBOs, however with limited success (Harvey and Reed 2004). 

In Morocco, the public utility uses a participatory approach in rural areas and provides 

infrastructure at a subsidised rate. Water is then sold to a family in the community, who 

sells it on to community members making a small profit. The profit is used to cover 

maintenance costs, and the family pays a monthly bill to the public utility (Tortajada 

2006). 

 

Another option is to let private operators compete for a management or service contract 

of publicly owned systems through arrangements based on least-subsidy or output-based 

aid. These models are most common in urban areas, but some have also been replicated 

in rural areas. Variations are mostly found in Latin America, where a great number of 

SMEs can be found even in rural areas (Oyo 2002). This is necessary to create an element 

of competition. The SMEs bid on the least subsidy from the state or on a tariff level for 

water or new connections, and the best candidate is awarded a service contract between 

10 and 15 years (Harvey and Reed 2004 and Drees-Gross et al 2005). A similar project is 

going on for small towns in Uganda, and smaller communities such as rural growth 

centres are also included. The companies are awarded a subsidy based on the number of 

connections they have achieved. In this way, the subsidy is directly linked to the output of 

the private operator (COWI website). 

 

Public ownership of assets is the case in most industrialised countries. In developing 

countries, few states have had the capacity and the funds to build and maintain water 

supply infrastructure throughout the country. This has led to a large amount of donor 

funded projects that have handed assets directly over to the communities. But in many 

countries the legislation about community ownership is not clear, and the theoretical 

owner might still be the local government. The lines between community ownership and  
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Table 3.1 – Modalities of private sector involvement in rural water supply 

 

 
Modality Ownership 

O&M 

management 

Day to day 

operation 

Preventive 

maintenance 

Minor 

repairs 

Major 

repairs 
Support 
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h
ip

 a
n

d
 m

a
n
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e
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Individual 

ownership 

(Uganda, 

Bangladesh, 

India) 

Individual/ 

household 
By owner 

By owner 

or by 

attendants 

paid and 

supervised 

by owner 

By owner or 

by 

attendants 

paid and 

supervised 

by owner 

Owner 

pays local 

technician 

Owner pays 

specialised 

technician 

No support 

Individual 

ownership 

with 

community 

supervision 

(Tanzania) 

Individual 

By owner 

contracted 

by 

community, 

in 

consultation 

with water 

committee 

and local 

government 

By owner 

or by 

attendants 

paid and 

supervised 

by owner 

By owner or 

by 

attendants 

paid and 

supervised 

by owner 

Owner 

pays local 

technician 

Owner pays 

specialised 

technician 

after 

consultation 

with 

community 

Supervision 

by local 

government, 

technical 

support by 

water 

department  

Handpump 

lease concept 

(Angola) 

Private 

company 

Lease 

contracts 

with 

caretakers 

Caretakers Caretakers 

By private 

company 

paid by 

caretakers 

By private 

company 

Private 

company 

provides 

technical 

support and 

training 

BOO, BOT and 

Divestiture 

(Cambodia) 

Private 

company 

(transferred 

to 

government 

later if BOT) 

Private 

company 

Private 

company 

Private 

company 

Private 

company 

Private 

company 

In some cases 

government 

P
u

b
li

c 
o

w
n

e
rs

h
ip

 a
n

d
 p

ri
v

a
te

 m
a

n
a

g
e
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t 

Handpump 

Mechanics/ 

Circuit Riders 

(Uganda, 

Kenya, South 

Africa, Ghana, 

Zambia) 

Community 

Community/ 

Maintenance 

organisation 

Caretaker 

Caretaker 

(HPM if 

system in 

place) 

HPM Government 

Local 

government, 

HPM 

Associations, 

maintenance 

organisation 

Total 

Warranty 

Scheme/Water 

Assurance 

Scheme 

(Mauritania, 

Burkina Faso) 

Community 
Local private 

company 
Community 

Community/ 

local private 

company 

Local 

private 

company 

Local 

private 

company 

International 

and local 

private 

companies in 

partnership 

with 

government 

PSP (Pakistan, 

Cameroon, 

Uganda, 

Ethiopia, 

Kenya, 

Rwanda, 

Cambodia, 

India, Zambia, 

Ghana, 

Tanzania) 

Community 

Community 

or 

contracted 

private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator or 

government 

Government, 

NGOs, 

Umbrella 

organisations, 

private sector 

Cooperative 

(Switzerland, 

India) 

Cooperative 

(community 

members 

that 

invested in 

the facility) 

Private 

operator, 

oversight by 

community 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Government, 

other public 

institutions, 

private sector 
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public ownership are therefore blurred, and this can create problems in terms of 

responsibilities. For the purpose of this study, the entity that enters into the contractual 

relationship with the private operator is considered the owner, even if it is not always the  

owner on paper. 

 

3.3.4 Potential benefits of private sector involvement 

In the process of finding a sustainable management system for rural water supplies, the 

private sector can contribute with several benefits. These can be found in general 

literature about privatisation and the use of small-scale providers instead of centralised 

approaches. By privatising a service, the consumers will ideally benefit from improved 

quality, reduced prices and an increase in choice. The possibility for profit will force the 

supplier to allocate the resources efficiently, and respond to consumer choices and 

preferences. This includes expanding the service if demand is increasing, and to limit the 

company to a size that makes it profitable. Small enterprises in the water sector have also 

proven more efficient and effective than big utilities in many countries. They are closer to 

the consumers, more innovative and flexible and spend less on administration (Solo 

1998). This enables them to provide a better service to consumers and to reach the poor 

and remote communities (WMC 2004). 

 

In addition, cost recovery of operation and maintenance costs is seen as one of the main 

factors for sustainability (see chapter 2). A better management of funds and paying 

people to undertake preventive maintenance is hoped to have a positive impact on 

sustainability (WMC 2005). In addition, involving the private sector can create social 

benefits in rural areas, such as improving livelihoods and create jobs and skills (WMC 

2005). 
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Concession  Government 

Local or 

international 

private 

company or 

NGO 

Contracted 

entity 

Contracted 

entity 

Contracted 

entity 

Contracted 

entity 

Regulation by 

government 

Lease contract  

with CBO 

(India) 

Public 

corporation/ 

government 

CBO with 

input from 

water 

committees 

Private 

operator 

paid by 

CBO 

Private 

operator 

paid by CBO 

Private 

sector paid 

by CBO 

Private 

sector paid 

by CBO/ 

public 

corporation 

District, 

public 

corporation, 

international 

donors 

Management 

contract 

(Uganda) 

Government 
Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 
Government 

Government, 

private 

sector, 

umbrella 

organisation 

Individual 

sales agent 

(Morocco) 

Public utility 
Individual/ 

household 

Individual/ 

household 

Individual/ 

household 

Public 

utility 
Public utility 

Public utility, 

government 

Output-based 

aid (Latin 

America) 

Government 

Private 

operators 

bid for least 

public 

subsidy 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator/ 

government 

Government, 

international 

donors 
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3.3.5 Limitations and possible solutions 

As mentioned previously, the privatisation of urban water utilities received fierce 

criticisms and the practice is currently stagnating (WMC 2004). Can some of the negative 

effects from the big companies in urban settings also present themselves with small 

private operators in rural settings? One of the major criticisms of urban privatisation was 

the neglect of the poorest of the poor. This argument can also be valid in a rural 

environment, since the rationale is the same: a private operator will only move in where 

there are profits to be made. Woodhouse et al put it this way: “The old paradox that 

development aims to reach the poorest of the poor, provided they are able to pay 

remains alive and healthy in the rural water sector” (2004:7). In a transition period from 

government responsibility to private sector participation there is a risk the poorest might 

suffer (WMC 2005). Woodhouse et al argue that a new generation of subsidies is 

necessary to ensure access for the poorest and at the same time promoting the private 

sector. These subsidies should be targeted and transparent and could come as vouchers 

handed out to individuals to pay for water (Woodhouse et al 2004). Such a voucher 

system has already been functioning in Nigeria, where the beneficiary has to compliment 

the face value of the voucher with a cash balance in order to obtain the service. The 

service provider then reclaims the voucher value at a government agency (Ominyi 2003). 

 

A second point highlighted by Woodhouse et al is the risk of eroding the community 

empowerment the sector has been working for the last 20 years. One of the main 

benefits of community management is the building of skills and social capital in the 

communities, and an abrupt and badly regulated transition to private sector operation 

could be counterproductive to the further development of this capital and even destroy 

what has already been achieved (Woodhouse et al 2004). A study by Danert et al (2003) 

in Uganda revealed that inadequate community mobilisation coupled with increased 

private sector participation in construction resulted in confusion about community roles 

and the breakdown of the principles of participation the sector has promoted for 

decades. If private sector participation is pushed too far, it also undermines something 

that is seen as crucial for sustainability; community ownership (see chapter 2). This can be 

Box 3.4 – Benefits of private sector involvement in rural water supply 
- Efficiency: the private operator will allocate resources more efficiently 

- Quality: the private operator will provide a higher quality service to please the consumers and can 

reach remote and poor communities 

- Expertise: the private operator can bring in expertise to rural areas 

- Flexibility: the private operator can adapt to consumer demand and preferences 

- Motivation: the private operator is motivated by profit to provide a continuous service and maintain 

the system 

- Better management of funds: the private operator has more skills and interest in managing funds in an 

appropriate and secure way 

- Development: private sector involvement gives opportunities for employment in the rural community, 

it creates a cash flow and government can benefit from collecting taxes 

- Sustainability: the private operator has a long term interest in keeping the infrastructure well 

maintained 

 

Adapted from Sansom et al 2003, Howard 2005, Solo 1998, WMC 2004, WMC 2005 and interview with 

Mwebaze 
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safeguarded by keeping community management structures alive, and give the 

community some supervision role and influence in strategic decisions. In fact, this is the 

trend that is emerging in rural communities in Africa, and it is further explored through 

the case studies in chapter 6. 

 

Because of the economic characteristics of water as an indispensable good for life and the 

frequency of natural monopolies, it is likely that the water price will increase and not 

decrease after privatisation, especially in rural areas where inputs are expensive and the 

demand is low (Howard 2005). The literature agrees that the government must play a role 

in tariff setting but it is important to strike a balance between security for consumers and 

a structure that is flexible enough to represent market trends (WMC 2005). Woodhouse 

et al call for local legislation and by-laws to ensure the adaptation to local conditions. 

Another way of regulating this on a local level is through frequently reviewed contracts 

between the private operator and the owner, where the tariff is also re-negotiated. 

 

Water quality control is another pressing issue. Even if sound regulation is in place, the 

government seldom has the capacity to regularly control and enforce water quality 

standards of all rural water supplies. With no immediate competition, consumers have 

little power to push for a better service. It is important to build in quality assurance in the 

chosen maintenance model, either through an external body such as an umbrella 

organisation or locally by a community monitoring group or local authorities. Consumers 

also need to be informed about the quality they can expect to receive from the service 

provider. 

 

Linked with the issue of water quality is the general quality of the service. In rural areas 

the private operators might be inexperienced and not properly trained, they are far away 

from support mechanisms or colleagues and they might lack the tools or equipment to 

operate and maintain the system adequately (Danert et al 2003). The private sector might 

be inexistent in rural communities and has to be “created” through training, but once 

people have gained experience they often move away and seek employment elsewhere. 

This calls for a considerable effort of capacity building of the rural private sector. 

Communities can also be encouraged to evaluate the quality of service providers together 

with government or support agencies teams (Ominyi 2003). 

 

Despite these limitations, during a study carried out in Zambia, Ghana and Tanzania, the 

research team noted that the general attitude towards involvement of the private sector 

in rural water supply is positive. Once the potential role had been sufficiently explained, 

there was no suspicion that private sector participation was a way to profit unduly from 

communities or to threaten community ownership (WMC 2005:33). The literature is very 

clear on one final limitation: private sector participation cannot exist where there is no 

demand (Woodhouse et al 2004, WMC 2005, Oyo 2002). This has been proven during 

many years in the literature of spare parts supply chains for handpumps (see below), but 

is also true for water demand in rural communities. Where people cannot or do not want 

to pay for their drinking water, it is impossible to create a viable business.  
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3.3.6 Supply chains 

An area where considerable work has been done, especially by the Water and Sanitation 

Program (WSP), is in supply chains for handpump spare parts. As an attempt to reduce 

the amount of non-functional handpumps, comprehensive studies were done in many 

countries to identify the best way to improve the supply chains of spare parts for rural 

water projects. To summarise, the work done by WSP concludes that a successful supply 

chain needs to be based on market forces with limited intervention from government and 

donors. Subsidised spare parts have distorted the market and led to disincentives for the 

private sector to take up their distribution (Oyo 2002). At the same time, the importance 

of demand is recognised and proved by the fact that only in countries with a high density 

of handpumps have the supply chains developed successfully (WSP 2000).  

 

Analysing the problems of supply chains for rural water projects is beyond the scope of 

this study, but since retailers operate in the same environment as potential small-scale 

water operators, lessons can be learned about the constraints they face and the 

interventions the literature proposes to enhance their existence. The most important 

lesson is that the existence of possibility for profit alone does not guarantee the 

development of a market of private sector operators (Oyo 2002). The reason for this is 

the important number of constraints faced by private operators in rural areas, that 

increase the cost of entry and make the market unpredictable. 

 

3.3.7 Constraints to the private sector 

The literature is quite broad on the constraints that the rural private sector faces. For 

simplicity, they have been grouped into five categories: 

3.3.7.1 Constraints arising from the characteristics of the rural setting 

As mentioned before, the remoteness of rural communities represents several problems 

for private sector operators. Spares and inputs are expensive and difficult to get, as is 

support in case of problems (Oyo 2002). This is exacerbated by poor transportation and 

communication networks (WMC 2005). The economy is generally weaker in rural areas, 

and suppliers suffer from frequent power cuts (WMC 2004). Another difficulty is the 

ability to pay; in some communities cash is only available at certain times of the year 

(WSP 2004). In many rural communities the perception exists that water should be free, 

and it is difficult to recover costs for operation and maintenance (Woodhouse et al 2004). 

3.3.7.2 Inadequate information 

First of all, the consumers lack information about the role and potential benefits of 

private operators. Secondly, an important lack of understanding about the existing and 

potential role of the private sector has been found in government, both at national and 

local level (WMC 2005). Thirdly, in order to enter the market, private operators need 

information about business opportunities. Detailed information about demand is crucial 

to make a good business plan. In addition to this, business development services (BDS) 

providers and financial institutions have little or no knowledge of the rural water supply 

sector (WMC 2005). 
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3.3.7.3 Financial constraints 

One of the main constraints for small scale private operators in rural areas is the lack of 

access to credit and finance. This is coupled with a low level of investment in the rural 

water supply sector in general (WMC 2005). Most developing countries are characterised 

by scarcity of and hence an extremely high price of capital. In rural areas, this is 

exacerbated by long distances between financial institutions. Where land ownership is 

poorly regulated people find it hard to get credit without any security. As a consequence, 

most investments in the rural water supply sector other than from donors and 

government come from individuals that invest private funds or money collected among 

family and friends (WMC 2005). In some rural areas informal money lenders exist, but 

these charge even higher prices than the formal institutions (Howard 2005). An additional 

cultural constraint on access to finance was identified by Danert et al (2003) in Uganda, 

where high pressure on money earners to support needy family members result in little 

money available for savings. 

3.3.7.4 Institutional and legal framework 

International donors emphasise institutional and legal issues since this is where 

government can do the most to facilitate private sector involvement. Small operators 

complain about complicated registration procedures slowed down by bureaucracy, 

paperwork and payments (WMC 2005 and Howard 2005). They also suffer from tax 

burdens and extremely complicated procurement policies and bidding processes. Due to 

the high cost of bidding, small companies cannot compete with larger firms over 

contracts. These administrative challenges make it more effective for small-scale private 

providers to operate on an informal basis, and these barriers need to be overcome in 

order to formalise the sector (Woodhouse et al 2004).  

 

In addition to these procedures, the general economy of the country also has an 

influence. Private enterprises need a stable macroeconomic situation and an acceptable 

business climate to thrive (Oyo 2002). In many countries, the business environment is 

distorted by subsidies or high import tariffs, and haunted by corruption. Political 

dynamics on district and local levels also affect the possibility of a fair bidding and 

procurement process (Danert et al 2003). Several countries are going through sector 

reform processes and decentralisation and adequate regulation is crucial to define the 

role of the private sector in the new institutional environment. A first step would be to 

recognise the contribution of the large informal sector and find ways to regulate it (WMC 

2004). The overall goal of legislation is to ensure that the benefits of water supply reach 

the public at the right standard and price (Woodhouse et al 2004). Some countries such 

as Tanzania, Kenya and Rwanda are including a greater role of the private sector in rural 

water supplies and recognising their potential through new policies and legislation (see 

box 3.3, Metha et al 2007, Woodhouse et al 2004 and UNDP 2006). Laos and Cambodia 

have promoted the development of small private enterprises for rural water supply since 

2004, and lessons can be learned from countries that already have gained some 

experience (Apaylath and Meadley 2004 and Mahé et al 2004). However, the rural water 

supply sector is very dynamic, and it is difficult for policymakers to keep up with the latest 

developments. In order to create temporary solutions, local legislation can be used 

instead and this is an efficient way to create public benefits at a low cost (Woodhouse et 

al 2004). 
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3.3.7.5 Lack of capacity 

In many rural districts, there is a general lack of capacity among government officials and 

communities about the private sector. This is due to a general lack of capacity at district 

level in many countries as a consequence of recent decentralisation and the creation of 

new districts (Howard 2005).
9
 It results in poor knowledge of how to take advantage of 

the private sector, but also of how to manage contracts and conflicts. The low capacity of 

the private sector operators also represents a constraint, especially when it comes to 

financial management and strategic planning (Metha et al 2007 and ICON 2008). Private 

operators have limited access to business development services (BDS) such as financial 

and technical audits, since the rural market is poorly developed (Carter and Danert 2003 

and Metha et al 2007). Few small-scale private operators have sufficient technical skills to 

undertake large repairs; most of the local technicians have no formal education and have 

learned or been trained on the job. Water committees also need sufficient capacity to be 

able to oversee and monitor the work of private operators, and to mobilise and inform 

the community about tariffs, quality, hygiene and conflict resolution (Metha et al 2007). It 

has to be questioned whether an approach for service provision that assumes that 

adequate technical and managerial skills can be found or created in rural communities is 

realistic and viable (WMC 2005). 

 

3.3.8 Facilitation and support 

To overcome some of these constraints, the literature is very clear about the need for 

support mechanisms to assist the private operators and the communities. This is linked 

with a general acceptance of the need for institutional support mechanisms to 

communities discussed in chapter 2. Since many models that involve the private sector 

are only small modifications from the community managed model, lessons can be learned 

from this literature. At the same time it is important to bear in mind that entities 

operating with business objectives need a different kind of support. Ongoing support for 

community water operators can be organised in many different ways with different costs 

and benefits. In order to illustrate the complexity and challenge of creating sustainable 

and self-supporting support mechanisms for rural water supplies, some examples are 

drawn from the literature and experiences from organisations in Uganda. It has to be 

mentioned that in most cases communities and private operators benefit from a mix of 

the possibilities presented below. 

3.3.8.1 Ad hoc arrangements 

This can hardly be characterised as a support mechanism, but it is often the case for 

water projects in rural areas (see case study 3). The assumption for a long time was that 

the investment in the creation of social capital during mobilisation and implementation 

would be enough to sustain the management of the project (Metha et al 2007). 

Consequently, a number of rural water projects were installed and commissioned with no 

established support mechanism. The communities have to find their own solutions when 

problems occur. Most water committees turn to the facilitating or funding agency that 

trained and established it, in most cases a NGO. Sometimes the NGO then assists with 

point interventions such as providing a spare or solving a community conflict. This 

                                                      
9
 Interview with Gilbert Kimanzi, op.cit. 
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support is not reliable on a long term basis and often depends on the personal 

engagement of an individual. In other cases, communities turn to government institutions 

for funding or technical assistance. However, local governments have limited capacity to 

assist the communities, both financially and technically. In Uganda for example, 72% of 

the conditional grants that are channelled through the districts for water supply is for 

new projects, and only 8% for operation and maintenance (MWLE 2005). The problem 

with ad hoc arrangements is that downtimes are long since the support mechanism itself 

and sometimes funding have to be mobilised. The community only seeks support when 

there is a major crisis, and without ongoing support many problems and conflicts become 

serious when they could have been prevented. In the worst case the community gives up 

after attempting to mobilise support, and the water system falls into disrepair. 

3.3.8.2 Private sector 

This approach is advocated by countries where the government wants to reduce its role 

in service provision and create a self-sustaining market of private service providers in 

rural areas. In Kenya, the sector reform currently going on will reduce the staffing of 

district offices previously responsible for support to communities and private water 

operators (see box 3.3). Workshops with various stakeholders revealed that there is 

agreement that business development services (BDS) should be paid for by the private 

operators or community groups. Problems occur since the market of BDS in Kenya is still 

small or completely absent in rural areas. The conclusion was that a market based 

approach is a desirable goal, but that facilitation by government and donors will be 

necessary to make the provision of BDS affordable and available to small-scale water 

operators (Metha et al 2007).  

 

In Uganda, a study by NORPLAN suggested that rural private operators and water 

committees could seek support from private companies operating water systems in small 

towns nearby (NORPLAN 2003). The management of water systems in small towns in 

Uganda is through management contracts with private operators that often contracted 

on a cluster-basis where one company manages several towns in one area. However 

there are few incentives for a small town company to engage in providing services in less 

profitable rural areas, and it also requires the communities to be able to purchase them. 

3.3.8.3 Government support 

Only in recent years governments have started to acknowledge the importance of SMEs 

and small-scale private operators in rural development. Some countries have included 

their facilitation in policy, such as Ghana, but not directly targeting the rural water sector 

(WMC 2005). Kenya is an exception, where “small water enterprises” play an important 

role especially in the management of small piped supplies (see box 3.3 and Metha et al 

2007). The water enterprises sign a contract and are supervised by seven regional Water 

Services Boards, and regulated by the Water Services Regulatory Board. The water boards 

are autonomous government institutions and are licensed to enter into service provision 

agreements with the water enterprises. Many of the enterprises are former community 

managed supplies which have merged into business models after taking full responsibility 

of the operation and maintenance costs. Nevertheless, the amount of support provided 

by the Water Services Boards is limited and Kenya has now recognised the need to create 

a market for BDS to fill the gaps (Metha et al 2007). Another country that has fully 
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embarked on the private operator approach is Rwanda. Here, all rural water supplies are 

to be managed by local private operators, supervised and supported by the districts (IDA 

2007). Government can play an important role in support, principally though providing an 

enabling environment and adequate institutional and legal frameworks (WMC 2005). The 

support to individual private operators and communities, though, is costly and not within 

the capacities or resources of most local governments. 

3.3.8.4 Umbrella associations 

Umbrella associations of private operators within a region can give benefits to the 

members such as the exchange of experiences, information dissemination, the 

organisation of supply chains for spares and training. Several examples can be found in 

Uganda. The umbrella associations of handpump mechanics (Carter and Danert 2003) 

have already been mentioned and are further developed in case study 1. The South 

Western Umbrella of Water and Sanitation (swUws) is an association of water boards and 

private operators for small piped water supplies and provides technical and financial 

support as well as continuous monitoring and training (DWD undated). A detailed 

description of the benefits of the umbrella is described in case study 2. A more universal 

association is the Association of Private Water Operators in Uganda (APWO) that initially 

comprised the private operators that were awarded management contracts for Uganda’s 

small towns. It has recently expanded to accept all private operators in the water sector, 

and has received international funding to develop its services. The association is on a 

national basis, and in addition to providing training and support such as computer 

software for billing, it plays an important role in advocating and lobbying private 

operators’ interests to government (see chapter 5). Umbrella organisations can play an 

important role to connect the private operators to each other and give them a common 

voice. It can also generate funds to organise trainings or provide technical advice and 

services. However, there is a risk that government is discredited and left out of the 

process, something that threatens the sustainability and universality of the support 

mechanism.  

 

Whereas this is a weakness in some countries, it can also be an advantage in others. In 

Nigeria, private sector operators providing a diverse range of water supply and sanitation 

services in one region came together and formed an Associate Partnership. Its members 

include sanitation centre operators, latrine builders, hand pump mechanics, spare part 

dealers, masons and drillers. The system provides both construction and maintenance 

services, and includes a subsidy system for the poorest community members. The 

Associate Partners have signed agreements about tariff and price regulation and quality 

control with government institutions, but are seen as separate entities from government 

by the communities. This enhances trust and willingness to do business with the Associate 

Partners. Another strength of this approach is the diversity of services and its universality 

(Ominyi 2003). 

3.3.8.5 Integrated programmes and motivation 

At the other end of the scale from the market based approach are support programmes 

that are entirely funded by donors and NGOs. These have proved extremely successful in 

many communities. One approach is to have long term ongoing programmes in 

communities including a wide range of development areas. This is also called an 
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integrated approach. The water system is often not the first intervention, but the demand 

for an improved water source arises after health and hygiene campaigns or agriculture 

projects. After the completion of the water system, other programmes such as adult 

literacy, income-generating activities, gender sensitisation and HIV/Aids programmes 

continue in the same community. Often extension workers from the organisation reside 

within the community. In this way, potential problems are discovered on a very early 

stage, and these communities rarely experience management problems or conflicts. The 

technical sustainability is also remarkably high, with no major repairs on handpumps since 

1997 in an entire programme.
10

 This indirect approach of support to the water 

management requires large organisations with capacity on a number of areas, backed up 

by donors that are committed over a long period of time.  

 

A less labour-intensive approach that has been very successful is the support programme 

of the faith-based organisation Kigezi Diocese in south-western Uganda. This ongoing 

support programme focuses on motivation of communities and tap-attendants in order to 

sustain their interest in the water system. The committees have to submit quarterly 

reports, upon which the support team pays a visit to the community if they find any 

irregularities. In this way they are guided in financial management. The support also 

comprises refresher trainings for water committees and tap committees. In addition, a 

monitoring committee is trained in each village that is responsible for supervising the 

water committee and look at the health, hygiene and sanitation aspects in the community 

in general. The most popular feature of the programme is the participation in the yearly 

competition. First, one person from each community is trained in evaluation skills. The 

group of evaluators then visit all schemes and give points on the different components of 

the water supplies. The winners of each year are awarded a prize, such as a study tour or 

money for a desired extension.
11

 This approach is less costly in terms of human and 

financial resources, but still requires donors with long-term interests and well-established 

institutions in the society such as the church. Despite the success of the programme, 

officials are now looking for new ways of organising the management of water supplies, 

in order to make the communities less dependent and more self-going. A similar 

approach was used in Kasese district in Uganda, with a more comprehensive assessment 

including hygiene and sanitation. The exercise took 5 months and at the end of the 

competition, considerable improvements in functionality were found and even 

dysfunctional water points had been repaired by the communities (MWE 2007). The long 

term investment and close cooperation with communities and stakeholders can be 

justified by the fact that it not only improves the operation and maintenance of water 

points, but also has important side benefits such as improved hygiene and sanitation. The 

long term sustainability of the effort though has to be questioned. 

 

3.3.9 The way forward 

As a conclusion, the private sector is increasingly considered to play a role in the provision 

of rural water supply services. This has two major reasons. The first is the “death of the 

spirit of voluntarism” that can be noticed through the failure of community managed 

systems and the development of rural areas to cash economies (WMC 2005 and MWE 

                                                      
10

 Interview with Ronald Kato Salongo, op.cit. 
11

 Philip Tibenderana to Lucrezia Koestler, 16.06.2008 



   

41 

 

2007). In Uganda, water supplies of small towns are already managed by the private 

sector, and it is likely that other rural centres will follow this example. The second reason 

is the sector reforms and decentralisation process that are starting or well underway in 

many African countries. Putting responsibilities on districts and channelling funds through 

them represents an opportunity for the local private sector to get contracts for 

construction, operation and support services (Woodhouse et al 2004). 

 

However, the literature is cautious about accepting this approach as the only way 

forward. There is little experience and documentation of the dynamics of private sector 

involvement in rural water supplies, and private sector participation has not yet proven to 

be a better route than previous approaches (WMC 2005). Large donor agencies such as 

the World Bank increasingly acknowledge that different management models are 

appropriate for different country contexts, although they currently promote private 

sector involvement in rural water supply (IDA 2007). There is still a lack of understanding 

about how the private sector can be involved without creating adverse effects, and which 

features of the community management model that should be maintained. As mentioned 

before, in many rural settings the private sector is absent and has to be created. Will it be 

worth the investment? Will it give adequate returns in terms of sustainability of rural 

water supplies? Can water supply as a business work in all rural societies, and if not, how 

to identify the areas where it can be a viable option? And which model is appropriate for 

the villages where the system is too expensive or the inhabitants too poor to benefit from 

private sector participation?  

 

In addition, the complicated problem of support mechanisms needs to be solved, 

preferably on a centralised level in order to avoid inequality and parallel structures. If 

private sector involvement is the way to go it has to be incorporated into the project cycle 

of rural water projects from the start, including planning, implementation and post-

construction phases (Metha et al 2007). Supporting private sector participation in rural 

water supplies should therefore include careful monitoring and evaluation, with a 

continuous feed back to policy and planning. Whereas some see privately operated rural 

water supplies as the ultimate goal and try to work out the way to get there (Metha et al 

2007, IDA 2007), others suggest that the future is probably a mixture of government 

supported and privately operated schemes (WMC 2005). This study will seek to make a 

contribution to the common knowledge base of modalities, benefits and impacts of 

private sector involvement in Uganda, through four selected case studies.  
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4444 MethodologyMethodologyMethodologyMethodology    

 

4.14.14.14.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

4.1.1 Background for the study and objective 

After experience with community management of rural water supply in several African 

countries, the author was involved in a pilot project for rural water supplies in Uganda 

between 2006 and 2007. The project was funded and managed by the Norwegian 

Development Agency (NORAD), the Ugandan Ministry of Water and Environment, and the 

Norwegian company Scan-Water. The author was involved as a consultant for the 

Norwegian consultancy Fontes AS, and responsible for community mobilisation in the five 

pilot villages.  

 

After several negative experiences with “traditional” community management, the pilot 

project gave the author the possibility to try out a new model for operation and 

maintenance of the water system, and to monitor and compare their performance in the 

five different settings. This was an interesting exercise and the conclusions are still being 

documented. The pilot projects are based on small-scale surface water treatment units 

with advanced technology and high capital, operation and maintenance costs. To date, 

there are only 8 such systems running in Uganda. Studying the management model for 

this particular set up in detail would therefore be a limited contribution to the water and 

sanitation sector as a whole. This is why the author decided to expand the study to 

community management models of any type of rural water supply that incorporates 

mechanisms of the private sector. The objective was states as: To analyse the strengths 

and weaknesses of different management approaches for rural water supply, and to 

identify potential management models that involve the private sector for more 

sustainable rural water supplies in Uganda. 

 

4.1.2 The choice of Uganda 

The choice of Uganda for the field work has several reasons. First, Uganda is a country 

that has attracted a large numbers of donors and NGOs since the 1980s, due to its 

relative political and economic stability, and its compliance with World Bank policies. The 

large water and sanitation sector makes it an interesting and stimulating place to work, 

with a huge possibility of gathering experience and information. 

 

Second, Uganda has enjoyed a steady move towards a free market economy since 1990, 

and the effects are to be seen even in small, remote rural communities. There is still a 

long way to go and Uganda is struggling with serious corruption and a mediocre business 

climate, but the cash economy is more developed than in neighbouring countries. This 

makes the rural setting in Uganda an interesting place to try systems based on cost 

recovery and an increased cash flow. Uganda was also the first country to involve the 
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private sector through management contracts for water supply in small towns, a model 

that is now replicated in many other countries (Tayler 2007).  

 

Third, the sector reform is more advanced in Uganda than in other African countries, and 

both government and NGOs are experimenting with private sector involvement in rural 

water supplies. Although the legislative framework is not prohibitive against private 

sector involvement, it stills promotes community management as the primary 

management model. At the same time, recent government guidelines and practices 

steadily move towards private sector involvement in rural areas, and it has accepted it as 

the primary management model not only in small towns but also in rural growth centres.  

 

Finally a practical reason: the author also has extensive experience and knowledge about 

the country, something that reduces planning and organisation time. 

 

4.24.24.24.2 Focusing the researchFocusing the researchFocusing the researchFocusing the research    

4.2.1 Problem statement 

From the literature review, the main disadvantages and challenges of community 

management can be read. Community management is widely accepted as the principal 

management approach for sustainable development of rural water supply in developing 

countries. In reality, the results are mixed with a few successes and a large majority of 

failures. People are more and more reluctant to work on a voluntary basis, and large 

investments in training are lost when village caretakers move to seek employment 

elsewhere. Multiple factors such as poor government structures, inadequate funding or 

poor implementation account for many of the problems. However, it is time to question 

the management model per se, and investigate possible alternatives to “traditional” 

community management. The third chapter analysed the possibilities of involving the 

private sector, and why this has not been done at a large scale up to date. How can 

private sector mechanisms be incorporated in community management to ensure long 

term sustainability of rural water supply? 

 

4.2.2 Research questions 

To investigate the problem statement and the objective mentioned above, seven 

research questions were formulated:  

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of “traditional” voluntary community 

management? 

2. How can the private sector be involved in the operation and maintenance of rural 

water supply?  

3. What are the benefits and limitations of involving the private sector in rural water 

supply? 

4. What place has community management, operation and maintenance and private 

sector involvement in the Ugandan legislative and institutional framework? 

5. What management models involving the private sector are currently tried out in 

Uganda and what are the lessons learned from them? 

6. What characteristics of the studied models are decisive for sustainability? 



   

44 

 

7. What support mechanisms can be created to ensure quality and functionality? 

8. What management models can be recommended to improve the sustainability of 

rural water supplies? 
 

Question 1-3 are not country-specific and are meant to give a conceptual framework and 

present the state of the academic literature about the topics today. The main aim is to 

highlight the advantages and disadvantages of both community management and private 

sector participation from a theoretical point of view, with illustrations from selected case 

studies from a wide range of countries. Question 4 is specific for Uganda and the goal is to 

get a better understanding about the institutional and legal framework in Uganda. 

Question 5-8 will be answered by the field work and research in Uganda of relevant case 

studies where alternative management models have been tried out. The aim is to give the 

research a practical angle given the gap between theory and practice. The author also 

believes there is a general lack of documentation of management models, and therefore 

a need to go out to the field. Question 8 in particular is aimed at turning the findings from 

the previous research in the project into concrete suggestions. A defined outcome will 

keep the research focused, and it is hoped that it can give the project a practical 

applicability and increase its contribution to the water and sanitation sector. 

 

4.2.3 Data required 

The table below summarises the data required to answer the research question. This was 

an important step to work out an appropriate methodology for each question. See table 

4.1. 

4.34.34.34.3 Research MethodologyResearch MethodologyResearch MethodologyResearch Methodology    

4.3.1 Selection criteria of research methodology 

The objective of the study is to gather information and describe systematically a situation. 

This type of research is also called descriptive research (Kumar 1996). The nature of data 

required for such a study is mostly of qualitative character, although also some 

quantitative data was collected such as the sustainability snapshot. Due to a lack of 

literature especially about private sector involvement in rural water supplies, a 

combination of sources was used for each chapter. 

 

4.3.2 Sources of information and methodologies 

Based on the data required that is summarised above, it is clear that all chapters will be 

based on a combination of sources of information: 

1. Published literature 

2. Unpublished literature and documents from the Internet 

3. Expert interviews 

4. Key informant interviews 

5. Sustainability snapshot 

 

Each source will be explained more in detail below.  
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Table 4.1 – Research questions and data required 

 

Research question Data required 

1 
What are the advantages and 

disadvantages of “traditional” 

voluntary community 

management? 

 

- General literature about the concept CM 

- Literature that documents 

problems/challenges/limitations of CM in any 

country 

- Expert interviews about experiences in 

Uganda 

Lite
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2 How can the private sector be 

involved in the operation and 

maintenance of rural water 

supply? 

- General literature about PSP in the water 

supply sector 

- General literature about PSP in rural water 

supply 

- Scientific journal articles and research studies 

- Relevant case studies of PSP in rural water 

supply from any country 

- Expert interviews about experiences in 

Uganda 

3 
What are the benefits and 

limitations of involving the private 

sector in rural water supply? 

4 
What place has community 

management, operation and 

maintenance and private sector 

involvement in the Ugandan 

legislative and institutional 

framework? 

 

- Ugandan water policy and strategic 

documents 

- Literature about sector reform and SWAP, 

sector review reports 

- Scientific journal articles and research studies 

- Handbooks and manuals produced by the 

government 

- Expert interviews 

5 
What management models 

involving the private sector are 

currently tried out in Uganda and 

what are the lessons learned from 

them? 

- Project documents/reports about relevant 

projects in Uganda 

- Desk study case: internal/external project 

documents and key informant interview 

- Field work cases: Findings from field work and 

key informant interviews 

- Expert interviews 

F
ie
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6 
What characteristics of the 

studied models are decisive for 

sustainability? 

7 What support mechanisms can be 

created to ensure quality and 

functionality? 

8 
What management models can be 

recommended to improve the 

sustainability of rural water 

supplies? 

 

- Findings from field work and key informant 

interviews 

- Findings from the previous stages of the 

research 

- Lessons from other countries 

- Suggestions from expert interviews 

 

4.3.2.1 Published literature 

This is the main source for chapter 2 and 3, and also for the contextual chapter about 

Uganda. Published literature was accessed mainly over the Internet, in the WEDC 
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Resources Centre and the Library at Loughborough University, the NETWAS Resources 

Centre and the UWASNET Resources Centre in Kampala, Uganda. It comprises books, 

sector reports, research reports and scientific journal articles. As can be seen from the list 

of references, a large part of these sources were documents prepared by various NGOs 

and international organisations that work the field of rural water supply and sanitation. 

The websites of WSP, World Bank, WaterAid and IRC proved to be specifically useful. 

These websites give access to publications about lessons from many countries, but 

normally they only describe a situation and have no analytical character. A very limited 

number of research studies gave some deeper insight, in addition to a limited number of 

journal articles. Most published documents for chapter 2 and 3 were accessed on the 

Internet, for chapter 5 the opposite is true as most documents from Uganda do not exist 

in an electronic version. 

4.3.2.2 Unpublished literature and the Internet 

Due to the lack of published literature, it was necessary to use so-called grey literature 

and unpublished documents found on the Internet as well. This includes internal project 

documents related to the case studies, and unofficial or unpublished evaluation and 

auditing reports prepared by NGOs and consultancies. 

4.3.2.3 Expert interviews 

Since there is a significant time lag between the completion and evaluation of a project 

and publishing, it was seen as important to grasp the reality of the rural water sector 

today through interviews with experts in the field. There is continuous evolution in the 

sector and new approaches of community management have only been tried out 

recently. The information from the expert interviews made it possible to get a “snapshot” 

of the status of the sector today, including the most recent tendencies and the opinions 

of experts about where we are heading in future. The information collected covers the 

following issues: 

- Main challenges in the sector 

- Perceptions and experiences with community management 

- Opinions about private sector participation in rural water supply and 

experiences/lessons learned 

- Impacts of sector reform, decentralisation and SWAP on rural water supply in 

Uganda 

- Ideas and suggestions of alternative management models 

 

The selection criteria for the experts were based on: 

- Occupation/role: the expert must be involved in the community aspect of the 

management of rural water supply and preferable in a high position in his/her 

organisation. Field experience is required, and involvement in strategic planning or 

project design is an advantage. 

- Organisation: the selection must represent the different actors in the rural water 

supply sector in Uganda. This means different levels of government (district and 

central) and representatives from the NGO and private sector. The number was 

limited in order to be able to get more in-depth information and to spend less time 

on processing the information. A complete list of interviews is presented in the list 

of references. 
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The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews, and the interview 

guidelines were piloted before use. The information from the interviews provided 

information for all chapters in the study and all of the research questions. They were also 

crucial to guide the author in designing the proposed management models in the 

conclusion of the study. The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews 

and the guidelines can be found in appendix 2. 

4.3.2.4 Key informant interviews 

In addition to an assessment of the performance of the water project (see next section), a 

detailed description of the management system studied in the case studies was necessary 

in order to answer the research questions. Therefore, different key informants were 

selected and presented with a semi-structured interview about the following issues: 

- General information about the project 

- Operation and maintenance 

- General information about the community 

- Stakeholder relations in the management model 

- Financial management of the project 

- Challenges and problems 

 

The interview objects were guided through the interview and the methodology was 

adapted to each setting. This means that sometimes the objects were alone and in other 

cases together in a group. This made it possible to gather relevant information in an 

informal and casual way, talking to different people in the organisation and the 

community. The semi-structured interview is especially suitable in rural settings where 

people have a low degree of literacy and where perceptions and meanings are as 

important as factual information (Laws et al 2003). The guidelines for the semi-structured 

interviews can be found in appendix 4. The interview guidelines were discussed with 

colleagues in the water and sanitation sector before use, since it was difficult to pilot 

them in a community due to lack of time and resources. The informants were selected 

based on the author’s experience and their role in the project, and the selection had to be 

adapted to each project mainly due to availability of people. For the field work the goal 

was to interview some of the key informants listed below, for the desk study only the one 

reachable in Kampala was interviewed. The key informants selected were: 

- Project coordinator 

- Local leaders 

- Water committee/board chairman 

- Community representative or focus group 

- Private sector operator(s) 

- Officials from support mechanism 

4.3.2.5 Sustainability snapshot 

In addition to a description of alternative management models, a method was needed to 

assess the performance of the model in terms of sustainability. The sustainability 

snapshot tool was developed by WaterAid and formalised by Steven Sugden (Sugden 

2001). The need to incorporate financial and managerial issues into the concept of 

sustainability of water points led to a list of three indicators of sustainability. The aim was 
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to capture the willingness of the community to maintain the system in addition to its 

technical functionality. In order to make the tool rapid and quantifiable, a value between 

1 and 3 for each indicator is allocated to the water point through discussions with 

community members. This makes it possible to assess the likelihood that the system will 

be maintained in future. The name “snapshot” indicates that it is a static picture of a 

dynamic process, since sustainability can vary both in time and in space. 

 

The rating process is the first step out of three. The second step is comments about the 

rating, and the third step includes suggestions for change and more information about 

the process of improvement. This is because the process aims to have a learning and 

discussion stimulating effect both on the community and on the water officer. One of the 

aims of developing the tool was to make WaterAid officials more aware of the 

sustainability of their work (Sugden 2001). The tool is now widely used by WaterAid and 

other organisations, and has been applied in Uganda before (Kanyesigye et al 2004). 

 

The sustainability snapshot tool was chosen for the present research based on its 

applicability in a wide range of circumstances and its simplicity. However, the process was 

slightly reduced for the purpose of this research. Since the author is not involved in the 

follow up or evaluation of the projects, step three was ignored.  

4.3.3 Application of the methods 

In order to make the research as complete as possible, a combination of methodologies 

were used for the different chapters of the study. Especially in the case studies, 

triangulation was used between different interviewees, project documents and 

observation to make the information reliable. The sources of information are closely 

linked to the data required for each chapter, see table 4.1, and the application of the 

methodologies to each part of the study is explained below. 

Box 4.1 – Sustainability snapshot 
Financial: 

Which of the following is applicable to the type of waterpoint in question 

1. No funds available for maintenance when needed 

2. Funds available but not sufficient for the most expensive maintenance process 

3. Funds available and sufficient for the most expensive maintenance process 

 

Technical skills: 

Which of the following is applicable to the type of waterpoint in question 

1. Technical skills not available for maintenance when needed 

2. Some technical skills for maintenance, but not for all 

3. Technical skills for all maintenance processes available 

(Available in this context means available to an average community member within a reasonable time 

 

Equipment and spare parts 

Which of the following is applicable to the type of waterpoint in question 

1. Not available when needed 

2. Available but not for all repairs 

3. Available for all repairs 

 

Source: Sugden 2001 
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4.3.3.1 Literature review 

The main source for the literature review was published literature; this was important to 

get an indication of the academic coverage of the subject and to maintain credibility. 

Older literature was used to understand the concepts and their history, however to 

capture the latest tendencies and opinions emphasis was on recent literature for the 

remaining sections. Where published literature was scarce, grey literature and 

information from the expert interviews was used to complete the picture. 

4.3.3.2 Desk study of case in Uganda 

Because of limited time and resources, it was impossible to visit all the communities in 

question. One interesting project was therefore studied as a desk study. The main sources 

were internal project documents and a key informant interview with a project official. The 

main disadvantage of not going to the field was the difficulty of assessing the 

performance of the project through the sustainability snapshot. In addition, the views of 

key stakeholders such as the community and political leaders were not captured. The 

case study were selected based on the same criteria as explained below. The aim was to 

study a case that included other sources and technologies than the field research cases in 

order to give a more complete overview of management models. A high degree of private 

sector involvement or originality was also required. 

4.3.3.3 Field research of cases in Uganda 

The field research was essential for the study to give it relevancy and credibility. As 

mentioned above, it is difficult to grasp the functionality of the management models from 

desk studies, and even more difficult to assess the performance of the models in terms of 

water point sustainability. The sites were selected based on the following criteria: 

- Type of water supply technology and source 

- Management model: degree of involvement of private sector mechanisms 

- Time of operation 

- Population 

- Type of serving points 

- Distance to location 

The focus was on a wide range of technologies, mainly in communities with less than 

5000 inhabitants. The water supply should be distributed by public standposts, although 

some house connections are accepted. A regional equilibrium in Uganda was also sought, 

and ideally the project should have been running for at least 2 years. 

 

The case studies were used in order to illustrate the experiences with private sector 

involvement in community managed water supplies, and should only be considered in 

relation to the theoretical and conceptual framework outlined in the literature review 

(Laws et al 2003). In order to get a complete picture, triangulation was used and different 

informants asked the same questions in order to cross-check information. In addition to 

interviews, documents were also consulted as far as possible. Due to the important 

differences between the communities and technologies, no attempt was made to 

compare the case studies; the objective was purely to illustrate the theory with real-life 

cases. 
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4.3.4 Data analysis 

Woodhouse et al (2004:6) name three approaches to analyse the institutional setups in 

rural water supply provision: 

1. Governance based approaches, which seek to unite public interest with the role of 

the institutions 

2. Organisational based approaches, which seek to analyse working relationships 

between stakeholders 

3. Institutional needs based approaches, which seek to examine the capacity of the 

relevant stakeholders 

Based on the aims and objectives of this study, the second approach seems to be the 

most appropriate one for analysing the collected data. This approach focuses on the roles 

and responsibilities of different stakeholders and the links between them. 

 

As mentioned before, most of the data collected will be qualitative. The goal is to 

describe different management systems and their characteristics. There will also be some 

quantitative data from the sustainability snapshots. The qualitative and quantitative data 

need be analysed separately since the process is different, but the findings must be re-

integrated in the end to draw conclusions (Laws et al 2003). The qualitative data was 

analysed in order to answer the research questions, and the answers of the key-

informants were classified into categories. It was also attempted to represent the 

management models visually using flow-charts, in order to illustrate the flows of 

information and the relationships between the stakeholders. The quantitative data was 

fed in to the conclusions to complete the picture (see chapter 7). 

 

4.3.5 Limitations and potential biases of the research 

To ensure the quality of the research, it is important to be aware of potential biases in the 

data collection and to try to minimise the effects of them. The author is aware that the 

interpretations are coloured by subjectivity and own experiences, this awareness is also 

called reflexivity (Laws et al 2003). The nature of the research does not require a high 

degree of objectivity especially since no attempts of comparisons or correlations are 

made, but in order to challenge the personal interpretations triangulation will be used 

during the field work, and the collected data will be discussed with colleagues. 

 

The involvement of the author in one of the case study projects can raise ethical issues. 

However, the formal contractual relationship has ended and the involvement in the 

project is more likely to have positive effects in terms of knowledge and understanding of 

details and dynamics. 

 

The project will be limited by time and resources constraints. In order to paint a complete 

picture of the functionality, strengths and weaknesses of the management models, a 

longer time has to be spent both with project staff and within the community. The semi-

structured interviews only give an indication about the real qualities of the model. This 

has to be taken into account when analysing the data and when drawing conclusions. 

 

The interviewer-effect is also likely to play a role. Communities react differently to people 

from outside, and even NGO staff and local experts might see the contact with the 
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researcher as a potential for future funding or cooperation and therefore “idealise” the 

approach of his/her organisation. 

 

As mentioned before, the sustainability snapshot was initially developed for handpumps. 

It has been used for other technologies, but its applicability has not been tested on all 

technologies where it is used in this project. In addition, the approach only gives a 

snapshot of the situation, whereas sustainability is an ongoing process. 

 

Based on the definition of sustainability being something that operates over time, the 

question arises of how much time we are talking about. Can a management model that 

works for 2 years be considered sustainable? It is important to point out that the aim of 

this study is not to find a magic formula, but rather to illustrate the points of the 

literature review with practical case studies. However a certain limit of time had to be 

included in order to ensure the quality of the case studies. 

 

There are many factors for sustainability. Only a few are linked to successful management 

of operation and maintenance, and a project might succeed or fail due to other dynamics 

in the community or particularities in the socio-economic conditions, location, type of 

water sources, nature of follow up and support etc. Isolating operation and maintenance 

reduces a very complex picture to a single cause-effect relationship, and this has to be 

kept in mind all the way through the research process. 
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5555 Uganda Uganda Uganda Uganda ––––    the contextthe contextthe contextthe context    
 

 

5.15.15.15.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the reader to the Ugandan context. After a brief 

general introduction of the country, the economic development and the water sector, the 

main focus of the chapter will be the institutional and legal framework around relevant 

issues for this research. National policies and regulations will therefore be discussed with 

regards to community management, operation and maintenance and private sector 

involvement. In addition to a descriptive part, the aim is to highlight some of the 

challenges and problems that the various legal and institutional arrangements pose to the 

rural water sector in Uganda. 

  

5.25.25.25.2 Country profileCountry profileCountry profileCountry profile    

Uganda is a landlocked country in East Africa, bordering Kenya, Tanzania, Sudan, DR 

Congo and Rwanda. Its area is about the size of the UK and its population in 2008 was 

projected to be 31 million (CIA World Factbook). Uganda has one of the highest 

population growth rates in the world, estimated to be 3.6% in 2008. 87% of the 

population live in rural areas, a high figure compared to other countries in the region 

(MWE 2007). Politically President Yoweri Museveni has been in power since 1986, backed 

by his party the National Resistance Movement (NRM). The first two decades of his rule 

Museveni promoted the so-called no-party system, arguing that an African country like 

Uganda was not ready for democracy due to the risks of tribalism and regionalism. 

Multiparty democracy was only accepted in 2005 through a national referendum. Despite 

the lack of democratic rule, Uganda has allowed a high donor presence and opened up 

the economy gradually since 1990. There is a favourable environment for institutional 

reform and growth, and Uganda was the first country to be accepted under the Highly 

Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) programme by the World Bank (WaterAid 2005). Until 

2006 there was substantial rebel activity in the north of the country. This displaced 1.5 

million people that still mostly live in camps. Since 2006 the situation in the north has 

somehow stabilised and focus has shifted on from relief to development, although a large 

number of people still receive food from the World Food Programme (WFP) on a daily 

basis. 

 

5.2.1 Water resources 

Uganda is said to be well endowed with water resources. 16% of the surface area is 

covered by lakes, rivers and wetlands. 99% of the country lies in the “upper Nile system” 

composed of River Nile and lakes Victoria, Kyoga, Edward and Albert. Groundwater is also 

available in most areas although in limited quantities since it is mostly found in the 

weathered zones on top of impermeable bedrock. Groundwater quality is very variable, 

with high amounts of iron, manganese and fluoride in certain areas (WaterAid 2006). The 
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entire country is above 900m ASL, and has several important mountain massifs such as 

Mount Elgon and Rwenzori mountains (Sinclair 2004). In the last couple of years, the 

water availability has been threatened by global warming, with a reduction in ground 

water levels and the level of Lake Victoria (MWE 2007). The country has also experienced 

severe droughts and floods, the latest flood in September-November 2007 in the north-

east of the country. 

 

5.2.2 Economic development 

Since the 1980s the country has seen a rapid economic development, with GDP growth 

rates above 7% in the 1990s and above 6% in the last four years. The proportion of the 

population living below the poverty line (less than 1 USD per day) has reduced from 56% 

in 1992 to 31% in 2006 (DFID 2008). Uganda is still one of the poorest countries in the 

world, with a per capita income of 900 USD in 2007 (CIA World Factbook). Poverty is 

predominately a rural phenomenon, with 50% of farmers being classified as poor, versus 

only 17% of traders and 13% of civil servants. 63.6% of the population live below the 

poverty line in northern Uganda, and only 9.6% of the urban population is defined as poor 

(WaterAid 2006). On the Human Development Index (HDI) list made by the UNDP, 

Uganda is currently classified as a country with “medium human development” and is 

number 154 out of 177. The HDI is composed of indicators of live expectancy, education 

and living standard. Since 1985, Uganda has improved its index from 0.412 to 0.505 in 

2007, however it has seen a slight decrease in the recent years from 0.508 in 2003. This is 

attributed to HIV/AIDS and severe droughts that have had an impact on child health and 

thus life expectancy (MoFPED 2004). 

 

Apart from the classic 1-dollar a day method, the HDI offers a second way to measure 

poverty through the HPI-1 index. This index is composed by the same indicators as the 

HDI but includes access to an improved water source. It measures the proportion of the 

population under a threshold level in the HDI. In 2007, Uganda was ranked number 72 out 

of 108 developing countries surveyed. According to the HDI project, the GDP per capita 

adjusted to purchase power parity (PPP) in Uganda is 1454 USD, considerably higher than 

the projections from the CIA (UNDP undated). 

 

The business activity in Uganda has steadily increased together with the economic 

development of the country. However, Uganda is still struggling with a large informal 

economy, a low revenue base for government and high levels of corruption. This is 

especially true in the rural areas. On the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) of the 

international watchdog Transparency International, Uganda’s score has been steadily 

increasing since 2001, with a small drawback in 2005. It is still low, with a score of 2.8 out 

of 10 in 2007 (TI undated). According to the World Bank, it takes 28 days in Uganda to 

start a business, as opposed to 8 days in Norway (World Bank undated). In 2006, only 7 

out of 100 Ugandans had a mobile or fix phone, compared to 154 in Norway (World Bank 

undated). As a comparison, Norway is currently at rank 2 of the HDI index with a score of 

0.968, and had a PPP per capita income of 41 420 USD in 2007 (UNDP undated).  

 

From the numbers above it can be seen that Uganda still has a long way to go in creating 

a viable business environment and sustaining economic growth. An additional challenge is 
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to distribute the income more equally across the country, and especially to develop the 

rural areas. In the newest Poverty Reduction Action Plan (PEAP) from 2004, the Ugandan 

government sets out strategies and targets of how to reduce poverty. The goal of the 

government is to achieve middle-income status, and it recognises the importance of an 

open economy, reducing barriers to trade and increasing foreign direct investment in 

order to achieve this. Regional inequalities are an important problem. Some areas in the 

north are still not completely secure, and many people live in temporary settlements, 

something that is an important constraint to economic development. The country also 

struggles with agriculture outputs, there is a large potential but a lack of investment in 

developing industries and adding value to the products. The government recognises the 

importance of small businesses for rural development, and aims to strengthen the 

development of SMEs in general. This includes creating a market for business 

development services (BDS), something that has shown to be more difficult than 

anticipated. In addition, the government is aware of the lack of access to finance in rural 

areas (MoFPED 2004). Here, there is a great potential to create opportunities for the 

development of the private sector, but financial services are still extremely expensive and 

hard to access for the rural poor. The only positive development in this sense is the 

increase of micro-finance institutions in the past few years, but there is a lack of 

regulation to ensure the quality of the services. An increased involvement of the private 

sector in rural water supply therefore calls for a drastic improvement in the conditions 

and business environment in the rural areas in general. The reform process in the water 

sector needs to be accompanied by measures for increased transparency, infrastructure 

development and capacity building in rural areas as well as improved access to finance 

and support services. 

 

5.35.35.35.3 Water sector reform and SWAPWater sector reform and SWAPWater sector reform and SWAPWater sector reform and SWAP    

Since 1997, the water sector in Uganda has undergone a thorough reform process. In 

addition to a fundamental re-organisation of the sector towards privatisation and 

decentralisation, one of the main outcomes of the reform has been the Sector Wide 

Approach (SWAP). The reform process has been described as a success and an example 

for other African countries. According to Sinclair (2004) it was made possible by three 

important factors: the government prioritised the water sector, financial resources were 

committed both by the government and by donors, and an institutional environment was 

created. 

 

5.3.1 The water sector and poverty reduction 

The reform process of the water sector is closely linked to the poverty eradication plan 

and the decentralisation process. Under the HIPC programme, every country is required 

to produce a poverty eradication strategy. Uganda produced the first Poverty Eradication 

Action Plan (PEAP) in 1997, and the document has been revised two times since. During 

the participative process of developing priorities and targets, clean water was named by 

the poor as one of the key needs. This made a large amount of the Poverty Alleviation 

Fund (PAF) available for the water sector (Sinclair 2004). 
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5.3.2 Sector Wide Approach 

The sector wide approach is defined by the Government of Uganda (GoU) as “a 

mechanism whereby the government, civil society and development partners support a 

single policy, development plan and expenditure programme, which is under government 

leadership and follows a common approach” (MWE 2007:34). The SWAP was formally 

implemented in 2002, and its main characteristic is that major donors contribute to a 

“basket fund” for the sector. The money is then channelled to the districts through the 

conditional grants (see below). This process was only possible because of a high level of 

trust by donors, and it increased the funds to the districts considerably. The government 

has regular coordination meetings with major donors, where targets and investment 

plans are set. The SWAP has many benefits, such as increased funding for districts and 

building of local capacity, a unified strategy of implementation and follow up, equitable 

distribution of funds and less transaction costs.
12

  

 

However, the approach in Uganda has also received some criticism. NGOs claim that a 

large part of the funds are lost in the administration, and taken by corrupt officials. They 

also criticise the technology chosen by the districts that is often costly and inappropriate. 

This makes the value for money in the sector poor, and results in insufficient increases in 

coverage despite large investments (Kanyesigye et al 2004). Despite this, the SWAP 

process in Uganda has been widely applauded as a success and many other African 

countries are moving towards a SWAP system. 

 

5.3.3 Sector Performance Reports 

Another by-product of the reform is the annual sector performance review, and the joint 

technical review. The joint technical review takes place in April each year, where 

government officials and other practitioners discuss technical issues to inform policy and 

practice. In September each year, the main stakeholders of the sector come together and 

compile data to a sector performance report for the last fiscal year (FY). In 2001 the 

process was led by consultants, then it was gradually handed over to the government and 

the last reports have been produced entirely by the Ministry of Water and Environment 

(MWE). In 2003 a set of 8 “golden indicators” was agreed upon. Two additional indicators 

were added in 2005 (see table 5.1). This was necessary because of a great disparity in 

data from different sources and the need for a common approach for data collection. The 

districts are responsible for data collection and report to the central government. The 

Ministry also carries out visits to a certain number of districts each year, to verify the data 

on the ground (MWE 2007).  

 

Nevertheless, due to lack of resources for monitoring and evaluation at the districts, few 

of the data are verifiable on the ground. Districts officials tend to use old databases and 

not update them in terms of functionality or current state. They simply add newly 

constructed water systems to the data from the previous year. There is also generally a 

lack of understanding at district level about how to calculate the different indicators 

(Sinclair 2004). 
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 Interview with Geoffrey Balibali, op.cit. 
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Table 5.1 – Performance against golden indicators (source: MWE 2007:27) 

 

The table above summarises the performance of the water sector in Uganda from 2004 to 

2007 according to the 10 golden indicators. It also indicates the targets set by the 

government up to 2015. There are two indicators that are relevant for this study; 

indicator 2 “Functionality” and indicator 9 “Management”.  

5.3.3.1 Functionality 

Functionality is defined as the “percentage of improved water sources that are functional 

at time of spot-check” (MWE 2007:6). This indicator is directly linked to management 
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systems and operation and maintenance since it gives a picture of the success of the 

existing management system in Uganda. One of the big challenges of the sector has been 

to increase functionality, and the community management system was introduced 

precisely to improve post-construction maintenance. From the table, it can be seen that 

the functionality has been stable around 80% for the rural water sector for the last years, 

with no change recorded between FY 05/06 and FY 06/07. According to the report, one of 

the factors for low functionality is “loopholes in community based maintenance system 

(CBMS) policy” (MWE 2007:109). The report further says that the policy has failed to 

address the challenges of limited banking facilities in rural areas and poor skills in book-

keeping. It acknowledges the fact that CBMS assumes enforcement of by-laws and 

voluntarism, something that is difficult to achieve in the long run. In efforts to improve 

functionality, the report mentions the need for regular follow up of water committees, 

dissemination of the National Framework for Operation and Maintenance of Rural Water 

Supplies, and an increase in budget allocations in the districts for software activities from 

7% to 12% (MWE 2007). 

 

The 2005 and 2006 performance reports also highlight the need to improve sustainability 

of rural water supplies. In summary, all reports since 2003 have called for action in 

improving functionality, but little has been done. In addition, NGOs report that the 

numbers on the ground for functionality are considerably lower (Kanyesigye 2004). 

WaterAid reported in 2006 that at any time, 30% of rural water systems in Uganda were 

not functioning.  

5.3.3.2 Management 

The indicator about management was added to the golden indicators in 2005, and the 

districts are asked to report on this indicator for the first time in FY 07/08. The value of 

63% in the table above is taken from sample district reports, and no targets are set so far. 

This indicator is relevant for this study because it gives a direct view of the functionality 

and durability of the current management system, and also if appropriate support is 

available. In the performance report, an “actively functioning water committee/water 

board” is characterised by regular contributions by the community for operation and 

maintenance, regular meetings, attending to minor repairs, maintaining good hygiene and 

sanitation around the water source and the observation of by-laws. In the 14 districts that 

were sampled in 2007 by MWE, 63% of the committees/boards were found to be actively 

functional. Only 52% of the committees reported that they had received training, and 

only 48% of the committees had received a monitoring visit by the district in the last fiscal 

year. The data showed that committees that had received follow up visits maintained 

their source better. Some of the reasons given by the communities for non-functioning 

committees were mismanagement of funds, committee members expect remuneration, 

hurried committee formation and committee members not being committed. Reasons 

named by the districts were mainly concerned about lack of funds and human resources 

to follow up projects and a lack of sense of ownership by the communities (MWE 2007). 

This suggests that in addition to a lack of attention to software activities, there is also a 

problem of commitment to voluntary work in the communities, characterised as a “lack of 

ownership” by district officials. 
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5.3.4 Ambitious targets 

One of the main purposes of the PEAP, the SWAP and the sector performance reports 

was to unify the different stakeholders and work towards common targets. Most 

countries base their development targets on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

where target number 7 includes reducing by half the population without sustainable 

access to safe drinking water by 2015. For Uganda, this target is set to a coverage rate of 

62%, something that was achieved in 2007 according to the performance report. Uganda, 

as one of the only countries in the region, set its own targets already with the elaboration 

of the first PEAP in 1997, and aims to reach 100% coverage by 2015. This target was 

further developed by the Strategy and Investment Plan for the rural water sector by 

adding the criteria of 80-90% effective use and functionality of facilities (Sinclair 2004). 

This includes an aspect of sustainability that should lead to an increased investment not 

only in new infrastructure but also in operation and maintenance to reach the target. 

 

At present, Uganda seems to be on track to reach the 100% coverage goal by 2015. 

However, there are some reservations to this trend. First, the formula used to calculate 

coverage is highly based on assumptions and standard figures, and not on empirical data. 

Revising this formula would set back the progress by years according to Sinclair (2004). 

Second, even if the investment in the water and sanitation sector, both by government 

and by donors, was increased more than ten-fold from 1997 to 2002, this growth has 

slowed down drastically in the recent years. Donors complain about a lack of efficiency in 

the sector due to the decentralisation process, low capacity in the districts and corruption 

(Carter et al 2003 and Kanyesigye et al 2004). The 2007 sector performance report 

acknowledges that with the current level of investment the country will not be able to 

reach its set targets, not even on paper. 

 

5.45.45.45.4 DecentralisationDecentralisationDecentralisationDecentralisation    

The implementation of the SWAP would not have been possible without a comprehensive 

decentralisation process. Decentralisation is defined by the Government of Uganda as 

“the transfer of legal, political, administrative and financial authority to plan, make 

decisions and manage public functions and services [to lower administrative levels]” 

(MoLG 2003:7). For the rural water sector, the decentralisation process resulted in a 

fundamental change in approach for planning, implementation and follow up. Uganda is 

based on a five-level political and administrative system, starting from village level called 

Local Council 1 (LC1) to district level (LC5). Above the districts is the central government. 

 

5.4.1 Conditional grants 

Under the decentralised system, planning of rural water projects is supposed to be a 

bottom-up process starting at village level giving input to the sub-county that channels 

the demands to the districts. This is part of the “demand-responsive approach” principle, 

and demand is seen as important to create a good basis for ownership and sustainable 

operation and maintenance (DWD 2007a). Since the FY 2000/01 the district local 

governments are primarily responsible for rural water supply implementation. The 

districts submit plans and budgets to the central government that issues money in form 

of unconditional and conditional grants based on strict requirements. Unconditional 
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grants are limited and for recurrent costs such as staff salaries and office equipment 

(Harvey 2003). Most of the money comes in form of conditional grants, subject to 

conditions outlined in the Guidelines for Conditional Grants that are revised annually. The 

guidelines stipulate the percentage to be used on hardware, software and monitoring and 

supervision.  

 

A large part of the conditional grant is allocated for construction of new hardware (80%). 

Out of this part, 10% can be used on rehabilitation of boreholes or repairs and 

replacements beyond the capacity of the communities (this means 8% of the total 

conditional grant). 12% of the conditional grant is allocated to software activities, such as 

follow-up and hygiene and sanitation promotion activities. 4% is available for monitoring, 

supervision and reporting and the rest is for recurrent expenses. The conditional grant 

money is transferred to the districts quarterly, and 65% is supposed to be transferred on 

to the sub-counties. The sub-counties handle small projects that can be managed on 

community level. Larger projects such as gravity flow schemes are submitted to the 

districts for approval, and for rural growth centres (RGCs) the districts need to forward 

the proposals to DWD for approval (MWLE 2000). Money that has not been used has to 

be returned to the central government by the end of the fiscal year (MWLE 2005). The 

conditional grant money is allocated to the different districts according to a formula 

taking into account coverage figures and district performance in the last FY (MWE 2007). 

 

5.4.2 Aspects of decentralisation 

Decentralisation aims to transfer power to the districts and lower level governments and 

put the control over services to the point where they are actually delivered. Ideally, it 

frees local managers from central constraints, improves financial accountability and the 

capacity to plan, finance and manage delivery of services in an appropriate way (MoLG 

2003). The important increase in coverage seen between 1997 and today is often 

attributed to the decentralisation process, even if it is probably mostly due to the drastic 

increase in investment.  

 

However, the appropriate use of funding is often limited by the poor capacity in the 

districts. In the newest districts, a large part of the conditional grant is spent on start-up 

costs such as office equipment and vehicles (MWE 2007). Another constraint is the poor 

working relationship between civil servants and politicians. Decentralisation also fosters 

regional disparities; in absence of an elaborated formula for re-distribution the rich 

districts get richer and the poor districts get poorer (MoLG 2003). NGOs point out that 

corruption in the central government has now been allowed to spread to lower levels, 

where it is even more difficult to contain (Sinclair 2004). Another problem is the loss of 

economies of scale in large tenders; this has increased the unit price of water systems 

such as boreholes considerably.
13

 

 

The conditional grant system has also received criticism despite its achievements. The 

most important point of criticsim that is particularly relevant to this study is the lacking 

allocation of funds for operation and maintenance. For technical back-up support to 
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communities district water offices (DWOs) have to rely on recurrent costs and the 

software part, that is also supposed to cover pre-construction mobilisation and hygiene 

and sanitation promotion. The 8% allocated to rehabilitation is normally spent on a few 

boreholes where unit costs are high. District officials claim that they never have enough 

money to get all water sources functional and that they are flooded with letters from 

communities that ask them to repair their water sources.
14

 According to the guidelines, 

only repairs “beyond the capacity of the communities” are to be handled by the districts, 

but there is no clear limit or definition of this term (Carter et al 2003). 

 

A second criticism is the late release of the conditional grant funds. A study by WaterAid 

in 2005 revealed that only 53% of the national water budget had been spent by the 

districts due to delays in transferring money (WaterAid 2005). The delays have all kinds of 

implications, especially on the quality of the infrastructure. Due to time constraints, 

district officials do not take the community mobilisation part prior to construction 

seriously. This again affects the ownership and engagement of the community and has 

impacts on long-term sustainability (Carter et al 2003 and Kimanzi 2002).  

 

5.55.55.55.5 PrivatisationPrivatisationPrivatisationPrivatisation    

5.5.1 Private sector participation in construction 

With the reduction of the state bodies and delegation to the districts, the private sector 

was expected to fill the created vacuum and play an important role in service delivery. 

Privatisation was introduced in 1998 with the Privatisation Policy as one of the core 

principles of decentralisation, and heavily supported by the World Bank. The private 

sector was primarily called upon to help the districts construct new infrastructure, and 

over a million rural Ugandans got access to an improved water source through private 

sector participation between 1998 and 2001 (Gutierrez and Musaazi 2003). In summary, 

rural water coverage was increased from 35% in 1996 to 63% in 2007 largely with the 

help of the private sector (WaterAid 2006 and MWE 2007). The participation of the 

private sector plays a key role in the development activities of the districts, and is 

promoted by government guidelines such as handbooks and implementation manuals for 

districts (MoLG 2003, MWLE 2000 and DWD 2007a).  
 

The involvement of the private sector was seen as necessary to develop the water sector 

since the districts would never have been able to achieve the same results alone 

(Gutierrez and Musaazi 2003). However, there are many points of criticism of the current 

system, especially the amount of corruption and nepotism that is found in the tendering 

processes on district levels. A comprehensive study of private sector involvement in the 

construction of water facilities was carried out in 2003 and revealed a number of 

problems. The main concerns were the lack of transparency of the procurement process, 

poor quality of construction due to lack of resources and skills for supervision, the lack of 

capacity of the private sector in general and the lack of support mechanisms and business 

development services (Carter et al 2003). 
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5.5.2 Operation and maintenance 

For private sector involvement in operation and maintenance, it is important to 

distinguish between the formal and the informal private sector. The informal private 

sector is increasingly being involved in the management of rural water supplies, through 

payment by a water committee or a water board with or without a formal contract. This 

will be illustrated by the case studies in the following chapter. Handpump mechanics and 

scheme attendants are recognised by various government frameworks as representatives 

of the private sector managing water supply on behalf of the community (MWLE 2004, 

DWD 2007a and MWE 2007). For rural growth centres (RGCs) and small towns, the 

district in principle tenders the towns gazetted by the ministry to registered companies, 

although some are also run by informal, temporary operators.
15

 

 

5.5.3 Small towns 

Public-private partnership was introduced for the management of water systems in small 

towns in Uganda was in 2001 and the system has served as an example for many other 

developing countries. The national water utility, National Water and Sewerage 

Corporation (NWSC) manages the water and sewerage systems in 22 large towns 

including the capital. In towns outside the jurisdiction of the NWSC, the ministry gazettes 

the water systems to water authorities. The water authorities consist of water boards of 

five people, normally including local administrative staff such as the sub-county chief or 

the town clerk. They sign a performance contract with the ministry, and can then sign a 

management contract with a registered private operator. The management contract 

includes routines for reporting and has several clauses with performance indicators such 

as a desired level of unaccounted for water, billing efficiency, time from complaint to 

reaction etc. (Garvey and Kayaga 2005). In the recent years, management through a 

private operator has also been promoted for RGCs (NORPLAN 2003). Since the ministry is 

not able to establish water authorities fast enough, most RGCs are managed by locally 

created water boards that contract a mostly informal private operator.
16

 Even if their 

legal status is different from the small towns, the piped water schemes of RGCs are still 

often included in national statistics as small towns (see section 5.6). The private operators 

and water boards are supported by different entities, and in September 2007 57 small 

towns were supported by the Water Authorities Division of the urban water department 

in DWD, 44 towns were under the South Western Umbrella (see case study 2 next 

chapter) and 32 towns were under the newly created umbrella organisations in Eastern 

Uganda and Rwenzori Region (MWE 2007). 

5.5.3.1 Challenges and lessons learned from small towns 

The privatisation of water systems in small towns have had positive impacts on efficiency 

and service delivery, and in many cases it has not led to an increase in tariff as expected 

by critics (Tumusiime 2003). At the same time DWD struggles with the control of water 

quality; in many towns the treatment systems are periodically disconnected and people 

are supplied with raw water (ICON 2008). Many towns are small and in an early 

development phase, something that results in few house connections and mainly public 
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taps and water supplied to institutions. Poverty and few possibilities for cross-

subsidisation make billing and collection a challenging task for the private operators. 

Where treatment and distribution is expensive, it is impossible for private operators to 

break even. A study by the Association for Private Water Operators in Uganda (APWO) 

showed that out of 12 towns studied, only 3 were able to break even (ICON 2008). Private 

operators and consultants have advised the government to gather small towns into 

geographical clusters, where the private operator can bid on the cluster and not on a 

single town. This will enable cross-subsidisation, and in reality most private operators are 

already operating more than one town (NORPLAN 2003 and Tumusiime 2003). The need 

for back-up support, both from districts, umbrella organisations and private business 

developing services has also been underlined (Kimanzi 2002). 

5.5.3.2 Association of Private Water Operators in Uganda 

The umbrella organisation for private operators is called Association of Private Water 

Operators (APWO) and was created in 2004 by the ministry and external donors. The 

main aim is to give the private operators managing small towns a common voice and 

lobby on their behalf in the ministry and other bodies. An important function is also to 

provide support and training to the private operators. Most private operators were 

created locally after the privatisation of the water services. They have poor capacities in 

business planning and financial management, and even if the districts provide them with 

kits to test water quality, testing routines are poor (ICON 2008). APWO has recently been 

ensured funding from Germany and the EU until 2011, and is likely to increase its 

activities in capacity building, training and dissemination of manuals and other business 

services. The organisation has also recently opened its membership to all private 

companies in the water sector, including drilling companies and consultants. One of the 

recent achievements of the organisation was the removal of the tariff ceiling imposed by 

the central government; private operators in small towns are now able to set their own 

tariffs according to local characteristics in consultation with town leaders (ICON 2008). 

 

5.5.4 The role of NGOs 

The direct funding to NGOs was considerably reduced as major donors committed to 

basket funding. There are still many NGOs operating in different parts of the country, and 

many have adapted their activities to the new environment. Some NGOs such as 

WaterAid have changed from directly implementing projects to supporting districts and 

capacity building (WaterAid 2006). Other NGOs have opened a commercial branch to be 

able to compete for conditional grant contracts through districts (Harvey 2003). It is 

generally accepted that NGOs retain a great potential and capacity, especially on 

community mobilisation activities (Carter et al 2003). Currently, a Local Government and 

NGO Framework is being drafted to open for the possibility of contracting NGOs, but 

government is worried about quality control. The NGOs are organised and coordinated 

through the umbrella organisation UWASNET that was created with support from MWE 

and donors (MWE 2007). Despite an increase in reporting and participation in planning 

exercises such as the sector performance report, the coordination of NGOs in Uganda is 

still weak and districts are often not aware of NGO activities in their communities 

(Kanyesigye et al 2004). Another problem highlighted by government officials is the lack 

of consistency between NGO management approaches and government approaches. The 
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use of a different approach in one community can undermine for example money 

contribution in a neighbouring community (DWD 2007a).
17

 

 

5.65.65.65.6 The O&MThe O&MThe O&MThe O&M    framework for rural water suppliesframework for rural water suppliesframework for rural water suppliesframework for rural water supplies    

5.6.1 The rural water sector 

The rural water sector in Uganda is defined by settlements with populations up to 5000. 

This category is divided into villages with populations less than 1500, and rural growth 

centres (RGCs) with populations between 1500 and 5000. However, the definitions are 

not that straight forward in reality. The government accepts that the definition of a RGC 

depends not only on its population but also on its socio-economic conditions and if it is a 

district capital or not (DWD 2005). In addition, many RGCs have populations that are 

much larger than 5000 but are still not qualified as small towns. Small towns are in theory 

defined as having populations between 5000 and 15 000 but RGCs have to be approved 

by central government in order to be recognised as a small town. For rural settlements, 

point water sources such as boreholes and protected springs are promoted by the 

government. For RGCs, piped water systems with mechanised pumps are preferred, and 

these systems call for either informal or formal private operators to be responsible for 

operation and maintenance. Since RGCs are expected to grow to small towns and the 

management system is often the same as in small towns, there was confusion in DWD 

about which section should be responsible for the RGCs; the rural department or the 

urban department. Today, RGCs have a special status but are formally under the Water 

Authority in the urban department (MWE 2007). 

 

RGCs are the focus of this study, since they have a large potential for private sector 

involvement but still have rural characteristics. RGCs are typically made of a densely 

populated trading centre and a fringe. Major institutions such as primary schools, health 

clinics and religious institutions can normally be found outside the commercial zone. The 

main source of income is trade and farming, and if there are industries they are mainly 

agro-based. RGCs are characterised to have a particular socio-cultural conditions due to 

the fast transition from a rural village to an urban small town, although the speed of 

transformation varies from setting to setting. RGCs are commonly found as district 

capitals, along major access routes or around industries. Because of a certain amount of 

trade, a cash economy is developing and in many settings people pay for water from 

vendors. A special strategy for water supply to RGCs was established by the government 

because RGCs are seen as crucial to foster rural development and poverty alleviation 

(NORPLAN 2003). Despite these general characteristics, the definition of a RGC is highly 

politicised and the government keeps an official list. For the purpose of this study, the 

socio-economic conditions that are favourable for private sector involvement are more 

important than the government definition, and the focus of the legal and institutional 

framework will be on the rural water sector even if RGCs technically are under the urban 

department. 
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5.6.2 Legal framework 

Uganda has an elaborated legal framework where the roles and responsibilities for 

operation and maintenance of rural water supplies are clearly stipulated. In addition, the 

government has produced several support documents and handbooks for the different 

stakeholders to enable everyone to play an effective role. 

5.6.2.1 Water statute, 1995 

The water statute puts the responsibility of rural water sources on the water users 

through committees or water user groups. The ownership of the water facilities is in 

principle confined to the users, but it is vested in the district local governments because 

of the difficulty of defining the entity of “community”. The water users are responsible for 

management, collection of tariffs and fees, and for operation and maintenance (MWLE 

2004). 

5.6.2.2 Local Governments Act, 1997  

Spelling out the process of decentralisation, this act describes the roles of the different 

levels of government in water services provision. It is one of the most important 

documents for rural water supply and outlines the procedures of planning, budgeting, 

implementation, operation and maintenance described above. It also empowers local 

councils (LCs) to make by-laws and enforce them in relation to the water supply facilities 

(MWLE 2004). 

5.6.2.3 National Water Policy, 1999  

The national water policy gives a detailed description of the community-based 

maintenance system (CBMS) confirms it as the desired approach for rural water supply 

operation and maintenance. According to the policy, users own their point water facilities 

and a functionality rate of 80-90% is expected. All water sources are required to have 

water and sanitation committees, with at least 50% women. Point water sources should 

have at least two caretakers, and the committees are responsible for the collection of 

fees for maintenance. The system with private hand pump mechanics (HPM) supporting 

the community caretakers against payment is also re-affirmed here, with the district 

providing support and facilitating spare part supply chains. The district water office 

(DWO) is responsible for technical support to the communities and monitoring, and large 

rehabilitations. 

5.6.2.4 Rural Water and Sanitation Operational Plan (2002-2007) 

This document, in addition to the Rural Water and Sanitation Implementation Strategy 

and Investment Plan (2000-2015), outlines general principles for implementation of the 

policy and spells out the detailed obligations of the different stakeholders. It names six 

critical requirements that the communities have to meet and commit to before the 

implementation of a water project. Two of the requirements are directly linked to 

operation and maintenance: communities are required to contribute towards operation 

and maintenance, and they have to elaborate a realistic and viable eight year operation 

and maintenance plan (MWLE 2004). This last requirement was revised in 2006 to three 

years because eight years was simply not realistic (DWD 2007a). 
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5.6.2.5 Other legal documents 

The management of water resources and provision of water and sanitation services is 

treated by a number of legal documents that cannot be included here. The most 

important are the Constitution of 1995, the Privatisation Policies (1998), the National 

Environment Management Policy and Statute (1994 and 1995), the National Health Policy 

(1999) and most recently the Water Sector Gender Strategy (2003). In addition, 

documents such as Guidelines for Conditional Grants also have a direct impact on the 

water sector. 

5.6.2.6 Support documents and handbooks 

In order to disseminate the legal principles and make sure the policies are implemented 

on the ground, the government has produced a series of handbooks for different 

stakeholders concerned with the rural water supply sector. The most relevant for this 

study is the National Framework for Operation and Maintenance of Rural Water Supplies 

(MWLE 2004). It highly promotes CBMS but also opens up for private sector participation 

in management and criticises the implementation of CBMS so far. The Sector 

Performance Report FY 06/07 calls for a revision of this framework, since the aspired 

levels of functionality and sustainability have not been achieved (MWE 2007). Other 

handbooks that focus on operation and maintenance and also accept private sector 

involvement in rural water systems are the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Handbook 

for Extension Workers (UNICEF 2002), the Community Resource Book for the Water and 

Sanitation Sector (DWD 2007b) and the District Implementation Manual for the Water 

and Sanitation Sector (DWD 2007a). All these documents are consistent in the fact that 

the private sector is accepted to play an important role in both construction of facilities 

and service provision, and promote the use of paid scheme attendants for piped water 

systems and gravity flow schemes. 

 

5.6.3 Institutional framework 

The lead agency in the rural water and sanitation sector is the Ministry of Water and 

Environment (MWE) (until 2007 called the Ministry of Water, Lands and Environment, 

MWLE). The ministry has three directorates, the Directorate of Water Resources 

Management, the Directorate for Water Development (DWD) and the Directorate of 

Environmental Affairs. Under DWD there are tree departments; Rural Water Supply and 

Sanitation, Urban Water Supply and Sanitation and Water for Production. Urban water 

supply is dominated by the parastatal enterprise National Water and Sewerage 

Corporation (NWSC), but the division also handles water supply in small towns and RGCs 

(see 5.6.1). For rural water, DWD develops policy, sets standards, supervises districts and 

gives technical assistance and training.  The responsibility for operation and maintenance 

of rural water services ultimately lies within the rural water department of DWD, and the 

responsibility for support and training also includes local contractors and the private 

sector. The roles of the districts and sub-counties have been discussed above, and the 

next section will look closer at the responsibilities of the communities under the 

community based maintenance system. 
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5.6.4 Community based maintenance system 

Operation and maintenance of rural water systems in Uganda is structured through the 

community based maintenance system (CBMS). This was first introduced in 1986 for 

handpumps in line with the VLOM concept (see chapter 2), and later outlined by the 

Water Statute and the National Water Policy. CBMS is in reality a different name for 

community management and means that the communities are responsible for operation 

and maintenance. 

5.6.4.1 Support to the communities 

The National Framework for Operation and Maintenance of Rural Water Supplies explains 

a three-category maintenance system with examples of the activities for each category 

for different technologies (see table below). The fundamental principle of CBMS is that in 

the short term, the community is responsible for the first two categories: routine 

maintenance and minor repairs.  

 
Table 5.2 – Classification of typical repairs by technology (Source: MWLE 2004:35) 

 

Technology Maintenance Minor Repair Major Repair 

Borehole (with 

handpump) 

- Clearing drains and 

surroundings 

- Maintaining fence 

- Periodical checking 

and service of 

handpump 

- Periodical replacement 

of fast wearing parts 

(buckets, valves etc.) 

- Repair of damaged 

parts outside routine 

service 

- Replacement of 

damaged slow wearing 

parts (handle, chain, 

few pipes and/ or rods, 

cylinder) 

- Repair of cracks to 

platform or drain 

- Fishing of dropped 

pipes and rods 

- Desilting of borehole 

- Repairs to borehole 

casing and screens 

- Replacement of raisin 

mains 

Protected Spring 

- Clearing intake area, 

drains and 

surroundings 

- Maintaining fence 

- Repair of cracks to 

retaining wall, 

platform or drain 

- Re-protection (due to 

diversion or major 

failure) 

Gravity Flow 

- Clearing intake area, 

drains and 

surroundings 

- Maintaining fence(s) 

- Periodical checking of 

components for 

proper functioning 

- Periodical replacement 

of fast wearing parts 

(taps, etc.) 

- Repair of minor leaks 

in structures or 

components 

- Repair of pipe bursts 

- Rebuilding of intake 

works or other major 

structures 

- Replacement of long 

pipeline sections 

damaged by 

landslides, etc. 

Scheme  

Pumped and Piped 

Scheme 

- Clearing intake area, 

drains, fence and 

surroundings 

- Periodical checking 

and service of pump 

- Repair of minor leaks 

in structures or 

components 

- Repair of pipe burst 

- Rebuilding of intake 

works or other major 

structures 

- Replacement of long 

pipeline damaged by 

landslides, etc. 

 

The district will cover major repairs from the conditional grant budgets (MWLE 2004). On 

the long term, the community is supposed to be able to cover all categories of 

maintenance itself (Harvey 2003). Support to the communities is supposed to come 
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through the sub-counties community development officers (CDOs), county water officers 

and the DWO. In an attempt to remediate to the poor capacity in certain districts, the 

ministry established regional Technical Support Units (TSUs) in 2002. They represent the 

ministry in regional centres, and assist the districts in supporting the communities 

through capacity building, monitoring and technical advice. The TSUs are a temporary 

measure, and their relevancy was revised in 2006 (DWD 2001). 

5.6.4.2 Problems with the CBMS 

One of the main criticisms of the CBMS is that it is first based on the assumption that 

community mobilisation will create ownership, and second that ownership leads to 

sustainable management of the water source. Research has shown that community 

mobilisation only has moderate effects on ownership, and even if the community accepts 

that it owns the pump, this does not guarantee effective management (Harvey 2003). 

CMBS is based also based on voluntarism, but the last sector performance report 

acknowledges the fact that this is not sustainable in the long run (MWE 2007). In addition 

to some of the problems mentioned above such as a lack of pre-construction mobilisation 

and post-construction follow up, the support mechanisms to the communities also have 

serious flaws. This is mainly due to poor financial and human resources at the district 

level. DWOs are often understaffed and can only afford to visit a few communities per 

year. Communities are supposed to go to the sub-counties first, but these are often even 

more under-funded and under-staffed than the districts. In addition, the District Water 

Engineers are mainly experts on technical issues, whereas the most frequent problems 

with CBMS are of a managerial character.
18

 

 

With a deficit in support mechanisms, alternative channels of support have been 

established. Some are summarised in section 3.3.8, and include international and national 

NGOs, motivated individuals, faith-based organisations, umbrella associations and the 

private sector. The problem with these support mechanisms is that their support is mostly 

on a short term basis and other approaches than government practices can confuse the 

communities. This can have an important impact on the long term sustainability of the 

projects once the temporary support is withdrawn and no link to a permanent support 

unit has been established. 

 

5.75.75.75.7 ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

The water sector in Uganda is in many ways unique compared to other African countries, 

due to the already advanced processes of decentralisation and the SWAP. Uganda has 

managed to balance privatisation with a strengthening of public institutions and the 

creation of capacity and trust (Gutierrez and Musaazi 2003). This approach takes into 

account that the private sector will not solve any problems without a competent public 

sector to take advantage of its potential. The private sector plays an important role in 

construction of rural water facilities, and the foundations for fruitful private sector 

participation in operation and maintenance are there, especially because of the already 

developed system of small towns. The challenge now is to extend these foundations in an 

adequate way to the smaller rural communities that have a different economic 
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environment. Although the legal and institutional framework increasingly accepts private 

sector involvement in the operation and maintenance of rural water supplies, there are 

not yet policies or frameworks that take its role explicitly into account. This would mean 

putting the business approach in the centre of the whole project cycle, and maintaining a 

comprehensive debate about how to retain certain elements of community management 

in an appropriate way. The feed-back from practice to policy is in other words not yet 

achieved. This results in a legal framework that still promotes community management as 

the principal management system, although in practice even government officials use 

other approaches.  

 

Based on this chapter, it can be seen that the rural society, NGOs and government 

officials are all ready to search for new ways of organising operation and maintenance in 

order to achieve a higher functionality. The legal and institutional instruments are lagging 

behind, and institutional development is necessary to support the new initiatives and to 

avoid being left behind. In addition, the characteristics of the rural society and poverty 

pose important constraints. Despite this, many innovative approaches are already tried 

out in Uganda, and the next chapter will have a look at some of them.  
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6 Case studiesCase studiesCase studiesCase studies 

 

 

6.16.16.16.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

The aim of this chapter is to look at private sector involvement in rural water supplies in 

practice. For this purpose, 5 project sites were visited and interviews carried out, and one 

case was studied through a desk study. In total four models will be presented, trying to 

capture a wide range of technologies and socio-economic settings. 

 

Figure 6.1 – Map of Uganda with the districts of the case studies highlighted 

(source: Modified from WaterAid 2006) 
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6.26.26.26.2 KatakwiKatakwiKatakwiKatakwi----Amuria Handpump Mechanics AssociationAmuria Handpump Mechanics AssociationAmuria Handpump Mechanics AssociationAmuria Handpump Mechanics Associationssss    

6.2.1 District information and economic development 

Katakwi district is located 360 km north of Kampala, in the north east of Uganda. It had a 

population of 300 000 before its separation into Katakwi and Amuria districts in 2006. 

People in rural areas live of cattle herding and small-scale subsistence farming. They 

mainly live in small family groups and only a few trading centres exist. The two districts 

have virtually no industries and there are no tourist attractions. Food production is 

threatened by frequent droughts and water scarcity (Fountain Publishers 2005).  

 

6.2.2 Background of the project 

WaterAid started to work in Katakwi in 1996, and with the district local government in 

2000. The region was highly unstable due to rebel activities until 2006, and many people 

had no permanent settlement and were moving between IDP camps and their villages 

(WaterAid 2006). The focus of WaterAid’s support to the district has been on setting up 

the District Water Supply and Sanitation Committee, and on increasing the capacity in 

monitoring and mapping of water sources. WaterAid also constructs point water sources 

such as shallow wells and boreholes for small community groups. In addition, rainwater 

harvesting and sanitation programmes are taking place in the districts through partner 

organisations (WaterAid 2006 and 2007). 

 

WaterAid has a long history in Uganda and has for a long time emphasised the 

sustainability of water projects through more focus on operation and maintenance and 

ongoing support to the community management groups. The organisation or its partners 

normally implement projects according to the operation and maintenance framework set 

up by DWD (see chapter 5), but is also famous for trying out innovative approaches to 

increase functionality rates and reduce down-times (WaterAid 2007 and 2008, Berabose 

2008). 

 

In 2005/06, WaterAid developed an operation and maintenance plan for Katakwi and 

Amuria districts, together with other NGOs such as Concern International, the Lutheran 

World Federation (LWF) and ActionAid. As a result, WaterAid, Concern and LWF started to 

support handpump mechanics (HPM) is the sub-counties with training, tools, bicycles and 

simplified operation and maintenance guidelines (WaterAid 2007 and 2008). In 2006/07, 

support associations were created to supervise the quality of the work of the handpump 

mechanics. By 2008, the other NGOs had pulled out of the project, and WaterAid is 

currently the only NGO supporting the associations.
19
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 The rest of this section is based on the key informant interviews, except when other sources are cited. 
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6.2.3 Management arrangement 

6.2.3.1 Community, ownership and technology 

Katakwi and Amuria districts have a semi-arid climate with few surface water sources. The 

concentration of handpumps is high with up to 200 handpumps in a sub-county. There 

are few alternative water sources, and people are highly reliant on their well for watering 

their cattle. The dominant technologies are shallow wells or deep boreholes, with 

different types of handpumps. Most sources are constructed by NGOs and subsequently 

handed over to the communities, although in theory the owners are the districts (see 

chapter 5). 

6.2.3.2 Private sector involvement 

The private sector is represented by the handpump mechanics that are organised in two 

HPM associations, one for each district. Each sub-county has two mechanics that pay 

30 000 shillings per year to the associations in membership fees. The associations 

supervise the work of the HPMs, support them with transport such as bicycles, and report 

to the districts. The districts provide the associations with office space and stationary, and 

organise two refresher trainings for all HPMs per year. The relations between the 

stakeholders are represented in the diagram below:  

 

 

Figure 6.2 – Stakeholder relations Katakwi and Amuria Handpump Mechanics Associations 

6.2.3.3 Management 

The water sources are managed by a water committee with between 6 and 9 members 

where at least half are women. The treasurer must always be a woman. The committees 

receive training from the districts each fiscal year in their roles and responsibilities and 

preventive maintenance. The main role of the committee is to collect money from the 

users, supervise the caretaker of each pump and call the HPM in case of problems. User 

fees are mostly collected on a monthly basis 
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6.2.3.4 Operation and maintenance 

Preventive maintenance is carried out by the handpump caretaker that is trained by the 

district and/or the NGO. Not all caretakers have skills to do some of the maintenance 

procedures, so some call on the HPMs to do preventive maintenance as well. For repairs 

and replacement of spares, the communities report to the sub-county who reports to the 

district. The districts inform the HPM about the need for a repair, but in many cases the 

communities also contact the HPMs directly. The districts have regulated charges for 

preventive maintenance, minor and major repairs to avoid exploitation of the 

communities. 

6.2.3.5 Support 

The HPMs are closely monitored by the sub-counties and the districts. Sub-counties have 

been trained and sensitised to follow up water and sanitation activities (WaterAid 2007), 

and the District Water Offices have one person specifically in charge of the associations. 

Each water source has a monitoring form where the HPMs and caretakers have to write 

down all activities with the pump. The forms are collected quarterly by the associations 

and handed over to the DWO. The districts revise the forms and if communities have 

failed to perform preventive maintenance or they see other irregularities, they inform the 

association who will send a HPM to look at the pump. The DWO was supported by 

WaterAid with a motorcycle and a computer to be able to monitor and supervise the 

associations, and the DWO staff was trained to keep an updated water point database. 

 

6.2.4 Benefits and limitations 

The system is working well so far.  The districts have seen a drastic increase in 

functionality and the downtime of handpumps are incredibly short (Berabose 2008). Due 

to the high concentration of handpumps, the mechanics are able to make a living out of 

repairing them, something that has been a problem in other areas (Harvey 2003). It has 

been proved that the functionality of water sources largely depends on the availability of 

alternative water sources (MWE 2007). In the case of Katakwi and Amuria, the absence of 

alternative sources and the dependence of the communities on their cattle results in a 

high motivation for the communities to contribute money for maintenance and to fix the 

pump when it is broken. The HPM associations have managed to tackle some of the 

problems encountered in other areas such as exploitation of the communities and low 

quality work, and the districts are showing commitment in following up the communities, 

collecting data regularly and training the mechanics. However, the project is still young 

and its sustainability remains to be proved. 

 

Some of the problems named by the communities are difficulties in storing the money 

appropriately due to low access to financial institutions. WaterAid encouraged the 

communities to make the money into revolving funds that could be made available for 

other developing activities, but this has not been successful so far. The committees also 

face problems with people leaving the communities, resulting in a high turn-over in 

membership. A major constraint is the availability of spare parts. In theory, the 

communities are responsible for buying spares and the HPM only comes and fits them. 

However, often the communities do not have the knowledge of which spares they need, 

and send the mechanics to get them for them. The closest spare part outlet is in Mbale 
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and this makes the spares very costly for the communities. WaterAid tried to introduce 

spares locally but no dealers were interested because of low profitability. 

 

The associations also require ongoing support from a donor since the support from the 

districts is not enough. This raises the question of what will happen after the donors pull 

out. The associations have a high willingness to monitor the HPM and ensure quality 

work, for example in making sure the HPMs use qualified helpers when they remove 

raising mains so that they are not dropped. This requires resources that are difficult to 

mobilise locally. 

6.2.5 Conclusions 

This management arrangement is one modality of the government-supported HPM 

system that has been in place in Uganda since the 1980s with mixed results. Several 

studies point out the lack of results in terms of functionality and sustainability of the 

HPMs (Carter et al 2003 and Harvey 2003). The sustainability of handpumps represents a 

major challenge due to the nature of the technology; it requires no running costs and 

therefore the motivation for preventive maintenance is hard to build. Handpumps also 

represent the majority of rural water supplies in Uganda, and their sustainability should 

be high on the list. Nevertheless, few results have been achieved through the existing 

operation and maintenance framework. Some practitioners are experimenting with 

placing more responsibility for preventive maintenance and follow up on lower levels of 

government such as districts and sub-counties (Berabose 2008), others advice to move 

away from handpumps and instead construct piped water systems with possibilities for a 

higher level of service and cost recovery.
20

 

 

6.36.36.36.3 South Western Towns Water and SanitaSouth Western Towns Water and SanitaSouth Western Towns Water and SanitaSouth Western Towns Water and Sanitation Projecttion Projecttion Projecttion Project    

6.3.1 District information and economic development 

The project includes 10 districts in south-western Uganda, and three water schemes in 

two districts were visited. Rubaare is in Ntungamo district and Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-

Karukara are in Kabale district. The districts count to the richest districts in Uganda apart 

from the central region around the capital. Kabale, with a population of about 500 000, 

lies entirely above 1200 m ASL and has favourable conditions for agriculture. The 

population density is high and land is the most precious asset because of its fertility. 

There are several growing industries and even two universities. The district capital Kabale 

is one of the main cities in Uganda and is situated on the main route to Rwanda only an 

hour’s drive from the border. Kabale district also has one of the most visited tourist 

attractions in Uganda, Lake Bunyonyi, and was described by Winston Churchill as “The 

Switzerland of Africa”. Ntungamo district is situated immediately to the east of Kabale 

district and also has a fast growing economy. In addition to food and coffee production, 

cattle rearing for dairy products is the main and most traditional activity. The district has 

a population of about 400 000 people, and counts more than 250 000 cattle (Fountain 

Publishers 2005).  
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Rubaare trading centre, with a population of about 8500, is situated on the main road 

from Kabale to Ntungamo, and has a booming trade. Trucks, lorries and buses stop there 

to buy refreshments on the way to Rwanda, Burundi and DR Congo. On market day, two 

times a week, the village is crowded with people from the surrounding areas. The village 

is close to a large flower farm that produces flowers for export. A significant group of the 

population get sufficient income for living from commercial activities. 

 

Ryakarimira, with 4000 inhabitants, lies close to the Rwandan border on the top of one of 

Kabale’s notorious hills. Its population farms the fertile hillsides and bring their products 

to the markets at the Rwandan border and in Kabale. The population is fast growing, 

especially after the water system was installed. This is because water is only found in the 

bottom of the valleys, something that makes water collection a tiresome and time-

consuming activity. Hamurwa-Karukara is situated on the main road from Kabale to 

Kisoro, and also benefits from the proximity to a main access road. However the 

community is considerably smaller than the other villages, with only 1400 inhabitants. 

Most people live from subsistence farming, and only a small amount of cash is in 

circulation.
21

 

 

6.3.2 Background of the project 

The South Western Towns Water and Sanitation Project (swTws) is a large project that 

has constructed more than 40 piped water supply schemes for small towns and rural 

growth centres since 1996. The project was initially funded by the Austrian Government, 

with co-funding from the Government of Uganda. For the third phase, where 75 

additional town water supplies are planned, the project also receives funding from the 

EU. 

 

During the first phase of the project, concerns were expressed in terms of sustainability of 

the water schemes and support to the water management boards. Based on an Austrian 

model, an umbrella organisation was created in 2002 to support the communities with 

tasks that were beyond their capacity or financial ability. At present, each piped water 

scheme is handed over to the South Western Umbrella for Water and Sanitation (swUws) 

on completion for post-construction support and follow-up (SWTWS 2002). Each scheme 

pays membership and subscription fees, and the idea was that the umbrella could be self-

sustained in terms of funding on a long term basis. Initially, only schemes constructed 

under the South Western Towns project could subscribe, but recently the membership 

has been opened to all piped water schemes in the region. The model has also been 

expanded to other regions, and an Eastern Umbrella and Mid-Western Umbrella were 

created by DWD in 2006. The creation of the central umbrella is underway. A review is 

currently being carried out to determinate if this is an appropriate model on a national 

level for post-construction follow up. 

 

The Umbrella is constituted by a yearly general assembly that is attended by two 

members of each water board, normally the chairman and the secretary. An executive 

committee is elected that contracts a permanent secretariat based in Kabale (DWD 
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undated). The secretariat is composed of four engineers and water quality experts, and a 

secretary. It currently shares the offices with the DWO in Kabale. The Umbrella collects 

around 1.8 million shillings in membership fees per month, and receives an additional 13 

million shillings per month from donors and government. Most of the money is spent on 

salaries and running costs for two vehicles, in addition to some spares and equipment 

(Berabose 2008). The main functions of the Umbrella are to provide direct managerial or 

technical support to the water boards or scheme operators, to lobby other agencies on 

their behalf, to act as a network and promote exchange between the locations, to 

organise trainings for the water boards and scheme operators and to solve potential 

conflicts (SWTWS 2002). 

 

6.3.3 Management arrangement 

6.3.3.1 Community, ownership and technologies 

Three different systems under the South Western Umbrella for Water and Sanitation 

were visited due to the size of the project. Rubaare was completed in 2005 and is the 

newest of the visited projects. Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara were both 

constructed in the first phase of the project, and commissioned in 2001. All three 

locations have major institutions such as schools and religious institutions that are 

connected to the water system. The technologies of the schemes vary slightly depending 

on source and location. In Rubaare, the source is a borehole from where water is pumped 

using power from the national grid. The water system has a storage capacity of 65m³ and 

serves six public water kiosks, 149 private connections and 10 institutions. In Ryakarimira, 

water is taken from a protected spring and treated before it is pumped by solar energy to 

a 90m³ storage tank that supplies three public taps and six institutions. Hamurwa-

Karukara has a five-kilometre pipeline from a protected spring that serves 12 public 

standposts, 15 private connections and eight institutions by gravity (see summary table 

7.1). 

 

According to government policies, the ministry can gazette small towns to Water 

Authorities that delegate responsibilities for water supply to water boards and private 

operators. Where there are no Water Authorities yet, the water systems are formally 

handed over to the sub-counties on a temporary basis. The sub-county is then 

responsible for appointing a water board. Since many of the locations under the swTws 

are in the grey zone between small towns and rural growth centres, most of them do not 

have Water Authorities even if their population exceeds 5000. In all of the locations 

visited the respondents said that the ownership of the project was in the sub-county. 

6.3.3.2 Private sector involvement 

For each of the water systems, a scheme operator is contracted by the water board to run 

the system on a daily basis. The selection process of the scheme operator varies from 

place to place, in Rubaare there were many applicants and interviews had to be carried 

out. In other locations such as Hamurwa-Karukara and Ryakarimira, the scheme operator 

was brought on board during implementation and entirely trained on the job. The roles 

and responsibilities of the scheme operators also vary slightly, although in general they 

are responsible for daily operation, preventive maintenance, money collection and billing 
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and reporting to the water board. In Rubaare the scheme operator is only in charge of 

management and financial issues and employs a qualified plumber to do the technical 

work. In Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara, the scheme operator himself is a technical 

person and performs all tasks including management. All scheme operators employ tap 

attendants that are paid based on different formulae. 

 

The scheme operator has a formal contract with the water board that is revised on a 

regular basis, normally 6 months or 1 year. The contract stipulates the modality of 

payment to the scheme operator that is normally between 30 and 40% of the total 

collections. From this amount he has to pay the tap-attendants and other employees such 

as the plumber. 

 
Figure 6.3 – Stakeholder relations swTws project 

6.3.3.3 Management 

The water schemes are formally managed by the water boards that are composed by five 

people out of which one is the sub-county chief. The board is normally appointed by the 

sub-county upon completion of the construction works. The swTws project encourages 

women to take top positions on the water boards (SWTWS 2002), but in two of the 

locations visited there was only one woman on the board. In all locations the treasurer 

was a woman. 

 

The board is provided with an office and stationary by the swTws project, and a bank 

account is opened in its name. The bank account should be separate from the sub-county 

account, but one of the signatories should be the sub-county chief (SWTWS 2002). The 

water board is responsible for the overall management of the water system and the 

contacts to the sub-county, the district and the Umbrella. It has to hold monthly 

meetings, and is required to make detailed technical and financial reports that are 

submitted to the Umbrella on a monthly basis. The water board also supervises the 

scheme operator and manages the contractual relationships with him. In some cases the 

treasurer collects the money from the tap attendants every day, in other cases this is the 

responsibility of the scheme operator. 
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The water board members are paid for their activities either as a percentage from the 

total income or in sitting allowances. In Rubaare, 3% of the total income per month goes 

to the water board. In the two other locations each member receives a sitting allowance 

of 10 000 shillings for a meeting. According to the swTws project, this amount is not 

allowed to exceed 5% of the total collections (SWTWS 2002). The water board is also 

responsible for paying the membership fees to the Umbrella, that is 40 000 shillings per 

month and 100 000 in subscription fee per year for a small piped system. They also 

represent their project in the general assembly of the Umbrella, and are eligible for the 

executive committee. 

6.3.3.4 Operation and Maintenance 

Operation and maintenance is mainly ensured by the scheme operators and their 

employees. All three water boards visited reported that the scheme operator will carry 

out inspections and preventive maintenance on a daily basis, without interventions from 

the water board. The bill for small spares is presented to the water board in the end of 

the month. If larger spares are required, the scheme operator needs to request approval 

from the water board that will release the funds. In Rubaare, where the scheme operator 

is not a technician, the system has an additional administrative level where the scheme 

operator pays the plumber both for the spare and for the labour to fit it. 

 

For major repairs, the water board consults the Umbrella, normally with agreement from 

the sub-county first. The Umbrella either provides direct support or gives the scheme a 

loan that can be paid back in instalments. In Ryakarimira, only a few months after 

commissioning, five solar panels were stolen from the system. The Umbrella replaced the 

panels, and the board paid back the full amount in about one year. In Hamurwa-Karukara, 

erosion damaged a long stretch of pipeline, and the Umbrella provided the machines and 

materials to fix it. In Rubaare the transformer broke down not long ago, and the Umbrella 

replaced it without demands for any payment. 

6.3.3.5 Support 

The water projects are anchored in the sub-counties that are represented on the water 

boards through the sub-county chief, and report regularly to them. In return, the sub-

county is normally the one to buy the land required for the water system prior to 

installation. The support from the district varies from location to location; in Ryakarimira 

the respondents claimed the district water engineers had never visited them. In 

Hamurwa-Karukara, that is in the same district, the water board reported that the district 

water officials regularly come by to check on the system and ask how they are doing. 

None of the schemes had ever gotten any financial support from the districts. 

 

The main support to the schemes comes from the Umbrella. The water boards send 

monthly reports to the Umbrella that include financial statements. If the secretariat 

notices any irregularities an official will visit the scheme. The Umbrella also periodically 

audits each scheme. In addition, the Umbrella takes water samples every month that are 

tested by the water quality expert in Kabale. The results are sent back to the water board, 

and the Umbrella advices the water board and scheme operator on what measures to 

take. In addition to management support, the Umbrella also provides technical assistance 
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on call to the scheme attendants, and several engineers constantly move around in the 

districts and help out with small technical problems.  

 

The Umbrella acts as a general support network and helps with a wide range of problems. 

For example, in Hamurwa-Karukara the construction of the Kabale-Kisoro road has 

damaged the pipes and cut off one of the taps. The Umbrella is helping the community 

negotiate with the contractors for compensation. Another service is support for 

extensions; if a new tap is constructed or a private person connected, the Umbrella 

provides meters for free. The Umbrella has also created a revolving fund, where schemes 

can invest money so that other communities can benefit from cheap loans for extensions. 

In addition, the Umbrella organises regular trainings for both water board members and 

scheme operators.  

6.3.3.6 Sustainability snapshot 

The respondents rated their water supplies in the following way: 

 
Table 6.1 – Sustainability snapshot of swTws project 

 

Name of Project: Rubaare 

 Rating Comments 

Financial 2 The project is new but they only required assistance for the transformer 

Technical 2 Some electrical skills are beyond the capacity of the scheme operator 

Spare parts 2 They lack some spares that are hard to get 

Total score 6  

 
Name of Project: Ryakarimira 

 Rating Comments 

Financial 2 They can cover most repairs and only needed assistance for the solar panels 

Technical 2 The scheme attendant wishes he had more training 

Spare parts 3 All spares are available  

Total score 7  

 
Name of Project: Hamurwa-Karukara 

 Rating Comments 

Financial 2 They need some support from the Umbrella for big problems 

Technical 2 They need some technical support from the Umbrella 

Spare parts 2 If the spares are not available in Kabale the Umbrella helps 

Total score 6  

 

All projects give a similar rating both for financial and technical capacity and availability of 

spares. Financially most projects are well off and Rubaare even contributed money to the 

Umbrella revolving fund. Ryakarimira managed to pay back a loan twice for stolen panels. 

At the same time, Rubaare still got support from the Umbrella for the transformer, and 

Hamurwa-Karukara got help to fix the pipes. Technically all sites ask for more training and 

say that they often rely on the Umbrella for help although the normal minor maintenance 

can be done by the scheme operators. The availability of spares differed between the 

projects. Rubaare and Ryakarimira said that they still rely on the Umbrella for some 

spares, whereas Ryakarimira affirmed that if they sent their technician to Kabale they 

could get all spares. The difference in rating for spares in Ryakarimira can be due to a 
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presumption of the water board since the scheme operator was not around. The ratings 

show that all projects perform well but that they still rely on the Umbrella on all levels. 

 

6.3.4 Benefits and limitations 

The South Western Umbrella of Water and Sanitation is often presented as a success 

story in Uganda. The functionality rate of the projects receiving its support is higher than 

90% (Berabose 2008) and all locations visited had systems that were working remarkably 

well, even after 7 years of operation. However, there are mixed feelings about the future 

of the Umbrella and if the system is replicable in other parts of the country. A thorough 

discussion of the Umbrella is beyond the scope of this study, but a few issues are still 

highlighted below: 

6.3.4.1 Affordability 

Some rural communities are just too small to be able to collect enough money to pay a 

scheme operator. People in Hamurwa-Karukara complain about reluctance of people to 

pay for the water and frequent stealing and vandalism of taps. Some systems are also too 

expensive for small rural communities to maintain, for example where there are high 

treatment costs. There is no cross-subsidisation available since the project does not open 

for the possibility of one scheme operator operating several schemes. In the first phase of 

the project two projects had to be shut down shortly after construction because of failure 

of the community to collect enough money to sustain the systems (SWTWS 2002). 

6.3.4.2 Community mobilisation 

Problems such as vandalism could be solved by continuous community mobilisation. 

However, there is a general lack of community mobilisation after construction. The 

secretariat of the Umbrella in Kabale is entirely composed of technical staff, and no 

community mobilisation is carried out by the Umbrella. However, none of the schemes 

reported to have serious problems with community issues, on the contrary of most rural 

water projects. This can be due to thorough mobilisation of the community by the swTws 

project prior to construction, such as the requirement of 100% sanitation coverage with 

pit latrines and sanplats before construction of any water system (SWTWS 2002). Another 

suggestion is that the management system based on a paid scheme operator and 

remunerated water board members require less community mobilisation to function well. 

6.3.4.3 Sustainability 

The main concern of the swUws is its long-term sustainability. The Umbrella was created 

with the objective to be a self-sustaining body that could rely on membership fees. With 

the low fees that are affordable by the members this is simply not possible, not even if 

every single piped scheme in the region becomes a member. In order to get revenue from 

other sources, the Umbrella has invested in property and also does consultancies. 

However, concerns about conflicts of interests will be raised if the Umbrella is constantly 

awarded contracts by the government instead of receiving direct funding. This means that 

the Umbrella is highly reliable on funding from outside. At the moment the organisation is 

heavily funded by the Austrians and the EU, too heavily funded in some people’s opinion. 

The well-equipped Umbrella secretariat stands in sharp contrast to the struggling district 

water offices. The skills of the engineers are also disproportionate to the executive 
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committee of the Umbrella that is made out of representatives from the rural 

communities. In addition, there are concerns about accountability and transparency; the 

lines of accountability to government and to the communities are not clear. 

 

The main question is what is going to happen to the Umbrella once the funding is 

withdrawn. The Acting Manager of the Umbrella says that government should find the 

money to continue the support. He argues that the government cannot afford to stop the 

follow up of its investments in the rural water supply sector. However, the government 

has its own system of support to the communities through the local governments. The 

Umbrella was created as a parallel structure and has taken important amounts of money 

and capacity building away from the district water offices. 

6.3.4.4 Replicability 

The enthusiasm over the success of the south western water systems resulted in the 

creation of two new Umbrellas and the planning of a fourth (DWD undated). However, at 

the moment DWD is revising the appropriateness of the Umbrella structure before it 

moves on with the idea. There are several reasons why the success of the swUws is not 

easily replicable. First of all, the socio-economic conditions of south western Uganda are 

very different from other parts of the country. The south west has been politically stable 

for a long time and is the richest part of the country apart from Buganda and the capital. 

It is also situated on major routes of trade going to DR Congo and Rwanda. This favours 

the economic development, and communities have a higher ability and willingness to pay. 

 

A second concern is the implementation strategy of the swTws project that puts a lot of 

effort on community mobilisation and provides the water board with offices and 

stationary. When membership is opened to other schemes or an Umbrella is created for 

an area with differentiating implementation strategies, confusions can emerge. A higher 

amount of money is also required to train new members, since their capacities will be 

very variable. Questions can also be asked whether schemes with less private sector 

involvement will benefit from the same type of support as the swTws project. Even if 

private sector involvement is promoted for small towns and rural growth centres, most 

organisations still implement structures based on community management, and in other 

regions of the country the density and development of rural growth centres is less high. 

 

6.3.5 Conclusions 

The South Western Towns project is an interesting case study to show how the private 

sector can be successfully involved even in small rural communities if it has an 

appropriate support system. The payment system keeps both scheme operators and 

water boards motivated, and both preventive and corrective maintenance is regularly 

carried out. The water board represents a link between the private operator and the 

community, and with the support from the Umbrella it successfully supervises the 

scheme operators and carries out strategic planning and financial management. It is 

interesting to see that in larger schemes such as Rubaare even the financial management 

is contracted out to a private operator, whereas in smaller schemes more tasks are 

performed by board members. This suggests that in smaller communities a higher degree 
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of voluntarism is necessary, whereas in larger and richer communities the private sector 

can be increasingly involved. 

 

One of the main features with this system is the support provided by the Umbrella, both 

in terms of technical and financial guidance and technical back-stopping. At the same 

time the Umbrella becomes the weak link of the system, because of the creation of a 

dependency on a quick-responding and capable support mechanism. If the Umbrella was 

dismantled or allocated less funding, the management system would get into serious 

problems. The case study highlights the need for an appropriate system of support for 

rural water supplies, and the existence of the Umbrella shows that such a system is 

lacking in the existing government structure. It also shows that if the private sector is 

included in an appropriate way for each setting, a relatively small amount of time and 

community mobilisation is necessary to successfully support the communities. 

 

6.46.46.46.4 Namasale Namasale Namasale Namasale Rural Water Supply Pilot ProjectRural Water Supply Pilot ProjectRural Water Supply Pilot ProjectRural Water Supply Pilot Project    

6.4.1 District information and economic development 

Amolatar district was created in 2005 from Lira district and has a population of about 

100 000. It covers a large peninsula and is surrounded by Lake Kyoga on three sides. Most 

of the inhabitants live from subsistence agriculture or fishing. Due to the recent creation 

of the district, the district capital is merely a trading centre and there are no industries or 

larger settlements. However the district benefits from a booming fish trade, and trucks 

regularly visit the different landing sites to collect fish for export and processing. This has 

caused seasonal migrations of workers to the landing sites, and a large amount of cash is 

in circulation in the richest sub-counties. Namasale is one of them, and has between 5000 

and 8000 inhabitants, depending on the season. The trading centre has several large 

institutions and is aspiring to become a town council, and has seen a rapid economic 

development in the past few years.
22

  

 

6.4.2 Background of the project 

In an attempt to increase water coverage and spur rural development, the Ministry of 

Water and Environment and international donors have recently put a special focus on 

water systems in rural growth centres (RGCs) (see section 5.6.1). Consequently a large 

amount of funding was made available centrally for piped water systems. In an attempt 

to exploit more of the country’s abundant surface water resources and reach areas where 

the groundwater has quality problems, a small-scale treatment technology was piloted 

for RGCs between 2005 and 2007. 

 

The pilot project was funded by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 

(NORAD), the Norwegian hardware supplier Scan-Water and the Ministry of Water and 

Environment. Five sites were selected in different regions of the country, and the project 

was implemented by Scan-Water, the Norwegian consultancy Fontes AS and the ministry 

                                                      
22

 This section is based on key-informant interviews and on the author’s personal experience as a part of 

the implementation team. 
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in 2006/07. After completion of the five pilot sites, the projects were commissioned to 

the ministry in June 2007. 

 

6.4.3 Management arrangement 

6.4.3.1 Community, ownership and technology 

The water supply system is based on lake water that is highly polluted by human activity 

and a large amount of organic material. Sedimentation, helped by Aluminium Sulphate, 

takes place in a settlement tank, and then the water is pumped through pressurised sand 

and coal filters before it is chlorinated. The system supplies water from a 20m³ storage 

capacity to two public water kiosks. The high amount of treatment and pumping results in 

relatively high operation costs, and the system is quite complicated to operate and 

maintain. It also requires a constant supply of chemicals. Despite these challenges the 

system is working remarkably well and is selling more than 30m³ of water per day. For the 

community this is the only option besides water from the lake, since the groundwater is 

extremely hard in the area. 

 

The system is truly owned by the community, since the ministry and the development 

partners have failed to link it to the local government structures. The ownership feeling in 

the community is very strong, and the community has repeatedly resisted attempts to 

take control of the system by individuals or the sub-county. A recent breakdown almost 

resulted in a political crisis as community members put pressure on their leaders to get 

the system running again. 

6.4.3.2 Private sector involvement 

Private sector elements are present through the financial management of the water 

committee that pays two technicians to run the system on an informal basis. The 

technicians are paid a fixed allowance per month, and are responsible for daily operation 

and maintenance. Two kiosk-attendants are paid by the water committee. The relations 

between the stakeholders are represented in the figure below: 

 

 
 

 

Figure 6.4 – Stakeholder relations Namasale Rural Water Supply Pilot Project 
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6.4.3.3 Management 

The water system is managed by a water committee that was democratically elected after 

implementation. The water committee is responsible for all financial management and 

collects money daily from the kiosk-attendants. It also releases money for fuel and 

chemicals and pays the technicians. The water committee is registered as a CBO and has a 

bank account. It is supported and supervised by the sub-county that has recently been 

asked to play a bigger role in auditing. The water committee has seen several changes 

since the start of operation of the project, since the community has repeatedly sacked the 

leadership after it failed to deliver enough water. 

6.4.3.4 Operation and maintenance 

The technicians are responsible for preventive maintenance and were trained during 

implementation and through an additional workshop. However they lack skills to fully 

maintain the complicated system, and many spares are not yet available in Uganda since 

it was a pilot project. There is also no knowledge on the district level of this type of 

system. For replacements the technicians report to the committee and they organise for 

the purchase of spares in Kampala that are sent by bus or lorry. For more complicated 

repairs the community still contacts the implementation team, even if their contract with 

the donors has ended and the ministry is formally responsible. 

6.4.3.5 Support 

There is no support mechanism to the community at present. In theory, the responsibility 

was given to the DWO when the project was commissioned, but the district was not 

brought on board properly and has never showed interest the project. The community 

does not feel that they can get any support from the district. In case of problems the 

community has been supported on a temporary basis by Scan-Water, that was motivated 

by marketing purposes. The country representative of the company in Kampala provided 

guidance and sometimes technical advice, and the company also supplied some spares. 

However, this support is likely to end soon. Interestingly, the project has received an 

increased amount of support from the sub-county lately. The water project created 

political benefits for the leadership, and the economy of the sub-county is good due to 

the high level of commercial activities. The project is therefore financially self-supported, 

with help from the sub-county. The only problem is the lack of skills of the technicians 

and the need for technical advice. 

6.4.3.6 Sustainability snapshot 

The respondents rated their water supply in the following way: 

 
Table 6.2 – Sustainability snapshot of Namasale 

 

Name of Project: Namasale 

 Rating Comments 

Financial 3 Support from the sub-county available 

Technical 2 The system is complicated 

Spare parts 2 Spares related to the filter are hard to get in Uganda 

Total score 7  
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Due to high operation costs, not much money is available for savings. Additional money 

can easily be mobilised from the sub-county, and therefore the project rates itself as 

financially sustainable. Nevertheless, it is questionable whether the sub-county could 

mobilise funding for example for the replacement of the filters. Technical expertise is a 

problem due to lacking support and training. Spares for the pump are available locally, 

but spares for the filter system have to be purchased from Norway, a major constraint to 

the sustainability of the project. 

 

6.4.4 Benefits and limitations 

The management arrangement shows an example of informal involvement of the private 

sector that is working well. For this type of system, voluntary work would be unthinkable 

since the workload for operation and maintenance is high. However, part of the 

management is still carried out on a voluntary basis by the water committee. The 

weakness of the system is that despite a high amount of money collected through sales, 

after expenses for fuel and chemicals are paid only little money is left to pay the 

technicians. This makes the payment much less than the commercial rate for this amount 

of labour. It has therefore to be questioned whether it is possible to talk about private 

sector involvement at all. From the beginning the community was sensitised on the fact 

that the payment of the technicians is not a salary but merely a token of appreciation. If 

this is not made clear from the start, the money is not likely to motivate the technicians 

enough to do their job.  

 

The benefits of the system are the high levels of ownership feeling and community 

participation. The water committee is highly accountable to the community since it is 

democratically elected and completely independent from the sub-county. The community 

is also directly involved in setting tariffs and taking strategic decisions. This has resulted in 

political will from the leaders to maintain the system, and has had positive impacts on its 

sustainability. 

 

6.4.5 Conclusions 

This case study is interesting because of its high level of community management, 

informal character of private sector involvement and its lack of support mechanisms. It 

shows that some elements of community management such as ownership and 

accountability can be combined with elements of private sector involvement, and that 

they have important impacts on sustainability. The lack of a formal support mechanism 

has pushed the community to take the management of the system into its own hands, 

and has created support on a bottom-up basis, from the community to the sub-county, 

and maybe eventually also to the district. However, when the support from Scan-Water is 

withdrawn completely, the project is likely to face some problems, especially in terms of 

technical skills and spares. The low payment to the technicians raise questions about 

motivation and efficiency, but at the moment it seems to be working well. This model is 

an interesting balance between community management and private sector involvement 

that can work for small rural communities with only a few connections. However, on a 

long term basis an increased amount of private sector elements might be desirable to 

sustain the service. 
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6.56.56.56.5 Kabango Piped Water Supply SystemKabango Piped Water Supply SystemKabango Piped Water Supply SystemKabango Piped Water Supply System    

6.5.1 District information and economic development 

Masindi district is located 230km north of Kampala, and has a population of about 

500 000. It borders Lake Albert in the west, and has favourable conditions for farming. Its 

main town, Masindi, is a major regional centre and the district counts several large 

trading centres. A substantial part of the district is covered by Murchison Falls National 

Park and two other game reserves that are major tourist destinations. The district is also 

on the main access route to the north of Uganda and Juba in Sudan, and is seeing an 

increasing movement of goods, emergency aid, tourists and people. There are several 

industries and the district even has an airfield (Fountain Publishers 2005).  

 

Kabango is a rural growth centre situated west of the district capital with a population of 

about 7500. It is fast growing due to Kinara sugar factory, and attracts workers from many 

different tribes and regions. A large amount of people are wage workers at the factory. 

This creates a substantial amount of cash, something that increases the demand for 

consumer goods and services. However, there is also a significant amount of poor people 

that live in the outskirts of the centre. They live from subsistence farming and barely have 

money to cover basic needs such as water. The community can therefore be described as 

very heterogeneous with growing inequalities.
23

 

 

6.5.2 Background of the project 

WaterAid has been active in the district since 2005 mainly through support to the district 

local government (WaterAid 2006). In 2006, WaterAid helped the district make proposals 

for piped water schemes for four rural growth centres and apply for funding through the 

conditional grant system (see chapter 5). The systems were commissioned in 2007 and 

since then, WaterAid has been involved in setting up a temporary management 

arrangement for operation and maintenance for all four systems (WaterAid 2008). In 

addition to training and setting up a reporting system at the district, WaterAid also built 

offices for the water boards and provided them with start up stationary, a computer and 

a motorcycle. 

 

6.5.3 Management arrangement 

6.5.3.1 Community, ownership and technology 

The piped water system is based on water from one borehole that is lifted by an electric 

pump powered by grid power. No treatment is necessary, and the water is pumped 

directly to a 60m³ water tower. The piped system has 54 house connections and supplies 

five institutions, in addition to 15 public kiosks out of which only 10 are functional. In line 

with the Water Statute, the district is the legal owner of the system, and has entrusted 

the sub-county with its management through a formal memorandum of understanding. 

 

 

                                                      
23

 This section is based on key-informant interviews unless other sources are cited 
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6.5.3.2 Private sector involvement 

The system is run by a non-registered private operator that also runs tree other piped 

systems in the area. The operator was not selected through a tendering process, but 

brought on board for the temporary operation and maintenance system by the district. 

The general manager is the system engineer, and he is assisted by a technician that does 

small repairs. In addition he employs one caretaker for each scheme that monitors for 

system leakages, checks the water level in the reservoir and receives complaints from the 

consumers. The private operator is responsible for billing and collection, payment of 

operation costs such as electricity bills and payment of maintenance expenses. The 

private operator has a formal contract with the water board that is based on a contract 

for small towns. It includes performance indicators such as desired levels of unaccounted 

for water, maximum response time for complaints and a limit of maximum 2 days without 

supplying water. The private operator prepares monthly reports that are approved by the 

water board before they are submitted to the DWO. 

Figure 6.5 – Stakeholder relations Kabango Piped Water Supply System 

 

The kiosk attendants are independent informal private suppliers that operate on a 

competitive basis. They buy water on a set tariff on an up-front basis every three months 

from the private operator. If they sell more water than purchased, the private operator 

collects the balance in the end of the month after reading the meter. The kiosk operators 

then set tariffs according to demand and make a profit. The reason why five kiosks are 

not operational is because kiosk operators did not find the locations profitable. For 

remote areas, water vendors buy water from the kiosks and sell for an even higher tariff. 

The main stakeholders are shown in the diagram below: 

6.5.3.3 Management 

The water board has seven members that were all democratically elected except the sub-

county chief that acts as the secretary. The responsibilities of the board are to supervise 

the private operator and manage the contract with him. Since the payment to the 

contractor is a percentage of the total collection, the water board approves the collection 
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each month before any payment is made. The water board also evaluates the kiosk 

attendants every quarter. The water board receives 5% of the total collections in sitting 

allowances, and makes sure 10% each month goes to an investment and maintenance 

fund. 

6.5.3.4 Operation and maintenance 

The private operator is in charge of preventive and corrective maintenance, and together 

with the water board he is responsible for all types of maintenance, even major repairs. 

The maintenance of the kiosks is the responsibility of the kiosk attendants, and they have 

to pay the private operator for services such as replacing taps. So far there have been no 

major repairs. 

6.5.3.5 Support 

The water board and the private operator were initially trained and supported by 

WaterAid that established the management system and facilitated the links to the district. 

WaterAid also introduced a reporting format and trained a district official to follow up the 

water projects. The DWO analyses the monthly reports and visits the community regularly 

to verify the reported data. The DWO conducts quarterly technical audits to check that 

the infrastructure is preserved well, and also organises quarterly financial audits through 

the district audit department. The DWO also has a test kit for water quality testing that is 

lent out to the private operators.  

  

The private operator and the water board receive some periodical training carried out by 

the Ministry of Water and Environment, and the district water engineer provides 

technical support and advice for problems that are beyond the capacity of the private 

operator. In addition, the DWO gives software support to the water board to mobilise and 

sensitise the community. Another important function of the DWO is to mediate between 

the private operator and the power company Umeme. Umeme delivers power with a 

fluctuating voltage, and the pumps can only operate within a certain voltage range. 

Umeme tends not to take the complaints of the private operator seriously, and the 

district tries to help to improve the situation. 

6.5.3.6 Sustainability snapshot 

The respondents rated their water system the following way: 
 

Table 6.3 – Sustainability snapshot of Kabango 

 

Name of Project: Kabango 

 Rating Comments 

Financial 3 Due to cross-subsidisation enough funds are available 

Technical 2 The private operator still needs some support from the district 

Spare parts 3 If spares are not available locally, the private operator goes to Kampala 

Total score 8  

 

The project works well financially and should in theory be able to pay for large repairs 

from the money that is banked each month for this purpose. Technically the private 

operator still relies on support from the DWO, especially when it comes to the electrical 

system. Spares are locally available. 
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6.5.4 Benefits and limitations 

In a heterogeneous community, the model with a private operator has clear benefits. It 

would be very costly to mobilise such a community for voluntary work. The possibility of a 

private operator to run several systems is also an advantage; with cross-subsidisation the 

smaller systems are able to break even. The follow up system created by WaterAid and 

managed by the district is also an important strength of this project. It shows that the 

districts can take care of post-construction assistance if they are only given some training 

and initial support. This makes the arrangement highly sustainable.  

 

At the same time, the project is still young and it remains to be seen if the district can 

keep up the amount of support, especially when more piped systems are constructed in 

the district. The arrangement with competitive kiosk-attendants seems to have a negative 

impact on equity; the poorer neighbourhoods are not being served and have to buy more 

expensive water from vendors or return to traditional sources. The only benefit is that the 

kiosk-attendants have a genuine motivation to keep the kiosks clean and well maintained. 

Otherwise, this profit-seeking system is probably rather a disadvantage for the consumers 

that could have benefited from lower tariffs if they could buy water directly from the 

private operator. 

 

6.5.5 Conclusions 

Even if Kabango is not managed by a formal service provider, the system is highly 

privatised with a large amount of responsibility on the private operator. The fact that the 

same provider is operating several RGCs shows how economies of scale can be attained 

even in a rural setting. The service level contract is advanced and complex and the private 

operator has to report monthly on a number of performance indicators, something that 

could be introduced in other locations as well. The case of Kabango shows the importance 

and potential of the informal private sector in running rural water supply systems, and it 

is highly probable that the current operator will be able to register as a formal company 

in future. This shows how private sector involvement in the rural water supply sector is a 

dynamic process, where some requirements have to be relaxed temporarily in order to 

achieve appropriate service levels for the rural population. 
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7777 Analysis of Analysis of Analysis of Analysis of the the the the findingsfindingsfindingsfindings    
 

7.17.17.17.1 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

This chapter will summarise the findings of the different case studies from the previous 

chapter, and link them with the study objective and the research questions. The objective 

was: to analyse the strengths and weaknesses of different management approaches for 

rural water supply, and to identify potential management models that involve the private 

sector for more sustainable rural water supplies in Uganda. This chapter is especially 

important in leading up to the conclusion that will hopefully achieve the objective. There 

are three research questions in particular that this chapter, based on the findings from 

the previous chapter, will try to answer. These are: 

5. What management models involving the private sector are currently tried out in        

Uganda and what are the lessons learned from them? 

6. What characteristics of the studied models are decisive for sustainability? 

7. What support mechanisms can be created to ensure quality and functionality? 

In order to analyse the findings from the case studies in a structured way, they will be 

discussed using the conceptual framework presented in the literature review chapters 

(chapters 2 and 3), and the contextual chapter about Uganda (chapter 5). 

 

7.27.27.27.2 Elements of community managementElements of community managementElements of community managementElements of community management    

All of the models studied had some elements of community management, since most 

were systems that had been adapted to add private sector involvement to the community 

based maintenance system prescribed by Ugandan policies (see chapter 5). 

 

7.2.1 Principles of community management 

In section 2.3.1, four principles of community management were explained after 

Lockwood (2004). To what degree where these principles present in the case studies? 

7.2.1.1 Community participation and control 

In all of the four case studies the community was involved to a certain degree in planning 

and implementation of the construction works. The focus of this study, however, is their 

involvement in the continuous management, operation and maintenance. Community 

participation and control over in the management can be characterised as: 

1. Being represented by a committee/board that takes strategic decisions 

2. Any community member is eligible to sit on the committee 

3. Women are represented on the committee 

4. Independence of the committee from political interference 

5. Having a say in tariff setting 

6. The committee and the private operator are accountable to the community 

 

In both Namasale and Katakwi-Amuria the water committees are democratically elected 

with a high representation of women. The committees are therefore independent from 
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the local government structures, and free to take strategic decisions. Accountability of 

the committee to the community is especially articulated in Namasale, where the 

community has repeatedly used its power to sack committee members who have failed to 

perform. In Kabango, a case with relatively high private sector involvement, most of the 

committee is also democratically elected but linked closer to the sub-county through the 

sub-county chief. The case can be described as having a high level of community 

participation, although the tariffs are set by the individual kiosk operators. The case with 

the least community participation is the swTws project. Here, the board members are 

appointed by the sub-county, ideally based on their ability and skills. This ensures 

effective management and informed decisions, but affects the ownership feeling of the 

community. It can also lead to political interference or the interests of the water board 

members influencing the decisions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.1 – Levels of community participation 

 

7.2.1.2 Ownership 

According to Lockwood, there are two aspects of ownership; the legal aspect and the 

subjective ownership feeling of the community (Lockwood 2004). The legal aspect is a 

problem in Uganda, since community ownership is not accepted by the national policies 

(Carter et al 2003). The legal ownership of the water projects in the case studies is 

theoretically at the district local governments. The Water Statute allows the districts to 

ask the sub-counties to be responsible for the water projects on a temporary basis, and in 

two of the case studies this was the case; in Kabango and the swTws project. In Kabango 

this responsibility was backed up with a formal memorandum of understanding between 

the district and the sub-county. 

 

The ownership feeling is a much more complicated concept, especially since the literature 

is not clear about what factors that contribute to the creation of an ownership feeling 

(see chapter 2). For long it was assumed that community mobilisation and participation 

leads to ownership, but this link has recently been questioned (Harvey 2003). For point 

water sources in small communities such as in Katakwi and Amuria, the ownership feeling 

is more pronounced than for larger piped systems, and according to the project officials, 

people accept that the handpump is theirs. In Namasale, the confusion about post-

construction follow up resulted in the community taking responsibility of their own 

system. Community ownership was encouraged during mobilisation prior to construction, 

and when the sub-county recently wanted more control and even offered a subsidy, the 

community resisted. In the case of Namasale, the ownership feeling is clear and 

pronounced, and there exists no doubt about ownership in the community or in the 
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political leadership. This is not the case in the swTws project. The sub-county is involved 

in the management of these projects and is also theoretically the owner of the system; 

this is enhanced by the fact that the sub-county buys the land where the water project is 

constructed. However, the respondents were hesitant when answering to the question 

about ownership, and in Rubaare the board members needed some time to agree 

whether it was the community or the sub-county. Other experiences from this project 

show that communities increasingly believe that the Umbrella owns the project. The 

answer from Rubaare might be influenced by the fact that the project is relatively young; 

in Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara the interviewees promptly responded that the 

project was owned by the sub-county. Nevertheless, this issue should be clear from the 

start. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.2 – Ownership feeling 

 

7.2.1.3 Cost sharing 

The fourth factor is called “cost sharing” by Lockwood, and includes the concept of cost 

recovery of operation and maintenance costs. The Ugandan Water Policy puts 

responsibility on the communities to manage, maintain and operate the rural water 

facilities (see chapter 5). According to the policy, this includes paying recurrent costs and 

minor repairs in the short run, and also to cover major repairs in the long run. For the 

time being, the district is responsible for major repairs. The modality of cost recovery will 

depend on the technology and the community. In Katakwi and Amuria, most communities 

contribute money on a monthly basis to pay the handpump mechanic for repairs when 

the pump needs maintenance. Cost recovery for handpumps is always a challenge, since 

the pump does not need money to deliver water on a daily basis. Collecting money has 

also been a problem in Katakwi and Amuria in some communities. Nevertheless, unlike 

other communities in Uganda, the users in Katakwi and Amuria are highly motivated to 

maintain their pump, and money is normally mobilised in case of a breakdown. 

 
Table 7.1 – Cost recovery of piped water schemes (in Uganda shillings) 

 

Village Population 
House 

connections 
Institutions 

Public 

taps/ 

kiosks 

Price 

per 

jerrycan 

Average 

monthly 

income 

Approximate 

monthly 

expenses 

Rubaare (swTws) 8439 149 10 6 50 1 500 000 1 300 000 

Ryakarimira 

(swTws) 

4000 0 6 3 50 500 000 315 000 

Hamurwa-

Karukara (swTws) 

1400 15 8 12 25 300 000 240 000 

Namasale 5000-8000 0 0 2 50 700 000 580 000 

Kabango 7340 54 5 10 +/- 50 1 900 000 1 710 000 
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For the piped water schemes, except pure gravity flow schemes such as Hamurwa-

Karukara, it is normally easier to explain to the users that the water has to be paid for, 

since service delivery has recurrent costs such as power, fuel and chemicals. In all cases 

the water is sold per jerrycan by a tap-attendant or a kiosk operator, and prices vary 

between 25 and 50 shillings per jerrycan in the different communities (see table above). 

In some communities such as Namasale and Kabango, people already used to pay for 

water from bicycle vendors before the water systems were installed, with prices from 100 

to 700 shillings per jerrycan. The construction of the water system represented an 

important improvement of supply; water was distributed more conveniently in the village 

and at a much lower price. In these communities mobilising people to buy water was not 

difficult and both communities have a developed cash economy due to the fishing and 

sugar businesses. 

 

In other communities such as Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara, people complain 

about the cost of water (SWTWS 2002). In both places the distribution is difficult to 

control since the taps are open and not protected by kiosks. In Hamurwa-Karukara the 

water board reported that people still think the water should be free and that there is 

frequent stealing and vandalism of the taps. This results in high maintenance costs for 

padlocks and taps for the water board. 

 

It is important to observe that in most of the case studies the private operators break 

even but only little money is available for saving. The values in the table above are based 

on averages and estimates and when unforeseen costs such as minor maintenance are 

included the expenses are much higher in reality. The idea is that the managers put a 

certain amount of money on a bank account each month from which spares can be 

bought in future. In Namasale a large sum of money disappeared before they got a bank 

account recently and there is virtually no maintenance fund. However, the project is 

financially sustainable since money can be mobilised easily from the sub-county. For the 

swTws project, the water boards reported that they have some money for spares, and 

Hamurwa-Karukara managed to pay back a loan for the stolen solar panels. Rubaare, with 

a monthly income over 1.5 million, even paid 4 million to the Umbrella revolving fund 

recently. In Kabango, 10% of the monthly collections are supposed to be kept for future 

maintenance costs, and this is meant to cover even large repairs. The project is too young 

to judge whether this is successful. 

 

Another observation to be made is money for extensions. Many of the communities are 

developing rapidly and have a high population growth. The consumers demand 

extensions and more taps in order to be satisfied with the service. The sustainability of 

the projects can be threatened if their capacity is not expanded in response to an increase 

in demand. In most of the case studies there is no money for extensions. For the 

handpumps in Katakwi-Amuria the communities barely have enough money to maintain 

the existing handpumps. In Namasale, the prospects for extensions are low with no saved 

money. The conditional grants to the districts focus on new communities and not on 

developing existing systems. Unless Namasale can attract donors from outside, the 

chances to extend the project are slim.  
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In Kabango, the 10% banked each month is supposed to cater for future extensions. 

Whether this will be enough money in future depends on maintenance costs and financial 

management. The swTws project has created its own system for extensions. For projects 

with low operation and maintenance costs such as Hamurwa-Karukara, savings from 

collections can be enough to make extensions. In Hamurwa-Karukara they managed to 

pay for an additional tap stand. For other locations there is the Umbrella revolving fund 

that gives the schemes interest-free loans. This is a good initiative, since the interest rates 

in Uganda are extremely high and it is difficult for a rural community to get a loan. But the 

resources are limited and in a fast-growing community like Rubaare, more investment is 

needed to keep up with the development. 

 

7.2.2 Merits of community management 

With the different levels of community management, do the communities in the case 

studies benefit from some of its merits? Based on some of the issues highlighted in the 

box 2.1, this will be discussed in the section below. 

7.2.2.1 Equity 

This aspect is more linked to community involvement in planning and location of water 

sources, but can also be influenced by the management of the water supply. With 

community participation, a broader section of the community is likely to benefit from the 

water system. This aspect is illustrated by the case of Kabango, where kiosk operators are 

independent operators outside the control of the water board. The kiosks are operated 

based on profitability, and prices set by the operator according to demand. Currently five 

kiosks are not operational since the locations are not profitable and no operator is willing 

to sell water from there. This particularly affects the poorer neighbourhoods that have to 

buy water from vendors at higher prices. It shows how the lack of community 

involvement in the management of the kiosks can affect the poorest of the society and 

have a negative impact on equity. 

7.2.2.2 Cost efficiency 

Advocates of community management claim that the government saves money since the 

services are paid for and managed on a decentralised level. In the cases studied, this 

seems to be the case. It has not to be forgotten, though, that for all projects substantial 

money was invested for community mobilisation prior to and during construction, and 

that in all cases external donors supported the government in the first phase of post-

construction follow up. These expenses have to be taken into account, and also the 

continuous follow up that ranges from zero in Namasale to 160 million shillings per year 

in the case of the swTws project (Berabose 2008). 

7.2.2.3 Empowerment and development 

One of the aims of community management is to empower the communities and create 

capacities locally. This again will contribute to the development of social and economic 

capital in the village. Through the involvement of the local private sector in addition to 

community members, this can be enhanced. Local technicians are trained on the job in 

Namasale, Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara, and local mechanics receive training to 

become handpump mechanics in Katakwi and Amuria. Local graduates can apply to 
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become scheme operators in Rubaare. Only in Kabango the creation of capacity in the 

community is lower, with the contracting of an external private operator. In all 

communities, members of the water boards and committees are trained and acquire skills 

in community work and financial management. The key seems to be whether the private 

sector representatives are recruited and trained locally, and what kind of training is 

offered to the technicians and the water boards/committees. Where these conditions 

apply, the projects seem to have a positive impact on community development. 

 

7.2.3 Degree of community management 

In summary, the different case studies represent different degrees of community 

management. Where community participation, control and ownership are high, the 

management system has an increased degree of community management. Looking at the 

merits attributed to community management, even the communities where the degree of 

community management is lower seem to benefit. This is especially true for the positive 

effect on community development and empowerment. Since all case studies involve a 

water board or water committee that take strategic decisions and are involved in the 

management, they all seem to benefit from the creation of local capacity and self-esteem. 

The benefits of equity and cost efficiency vary between the projects and their 

approaches, and the benefits of sustainability will be discussed in an own section below. 

 

 
Figure 7.3 – Degree of community management 

 

7.37.37.37.3 Elements of private sector participationElements of private sector participationElements of private sector participationElements of private sector participation    

All of the cases studied involve the private sector in an informal or formal way for 

operation, maintenance and management. The goal of this section is to analyse the 

private sector involvement more in detail and to identify some of the most important 

features for quality and functionality based on the issues identified in chapter 3. 

 

7.3.1 Contractual relationships 

In the literature about private sector involvement a lot of time is spent on contractual 

relationships such as their types and modalities (see section 3.2.4). In the cases selected 

in this study, only two of the operators had contracts even if all involve the private sector. 

For the handpump mechanics in Katakwi and Amuria, no contract is signed but some form 

for control is maintained through the constitution of the handpump mechanics 

association that spells out the responsibilities of the association and the members. In 

Namasale, the constitution of the CBO also mentions the roles and responsibilities of the 
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members towards the technicians, but does not mention the responsibilities of the 

technicians since they are not automatically members. The technicians are supervised 

and paid by the water committee that constitutes the CBO, but they do not form a part of 

the committee. 

 

In the swTws project case there is a formalised contractual relationship between the 

water board and the scheme operator. The contract is based on a standard format 

elaborated by the Umbrella, and adapted for each setting. The contract includes 

modalities of payment and re-negotiation, and the responsibilities of the scheme 

operator. It is quite simple for an easy understanding of the contractual partners. The 

most advanced contract was found in Kabango. Here, the contract includes performance 

indicators that the private operator has to report on each month. For example, the 

private operator in Kabango has to ensure there is not more than 25% unaccounted for 

water, and he has to respond to community complaints in less than 24 hours. In addition, 

collection efficiencies and billing efficiencies have to be reported on (MDLG 2008). These 

indicators can be complex to calculate, and skills are required both on the side of the 

private operator and the water board to understand them. The DWO, that receives and 

revises the monthly reports, also needs to be trained on the indicators and must be able 

to verify them on the ground. 

 

The elaboration of a contract is an important step to ensure no misunderstandings 

threaten the operation of the water system, and even simple contracts can serve this 

purpose. The case studies show that in many cases in Uganda the private sector is still 

involved on an informal basis, and this works relatively well. At the same time, the 

benefits of a proper contract such as in Kabango are evident, with a higher quality 

assurance for the users and easier monitoring by the district. 

 

7.3.2 Types of private water operators 

In section 3.3.2 in chapter 3, different modalities of private operators were summarised. 

The private sector participants in the case studies mostly fall in the categories of local 

artisans or individuals, or informal small and micro businesses. They have many of the 

characteristics of small informal operators, such as limited capacity, flexibility and a 

vocation to serve the community (see chapter 3). 

 

First it has to be noted that all operators in the case studies are informal. Second, they 

are all small with 1-14 employees if security guards and tap-attendants are counted. In 

the case of the handpump mechanics, they are all one-man businesses, and the largest 

operator is in Hamurwa-Karukara with one scheme operator, 12 tap-attendants and a 

security guard. Kabango has the most skilled employees, with a qualified engineer in the 

management position, and the technician having an Ordinary Diploma of Civil Engineering 

(ODE). In Rubaare, one of the requirements in the selection process was that the manager 

had at least A-level and was able to write and communicate in English. The plumber 

should at least have a certificate. All the employees in the other locations were trained on 

the job, normally by the implementing agency. All private operators also reported that 

they had received refresher trainings. In Katakwi and Amuria, the districts have 

committed themselves to have at least two refresher trainings for the handpump 
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mechanics per fiscal year. The scheme operators under the swTws project are trained by 

the Umbrella, and in Kabango the private operator was trained by the ministry. Even in 

Namasale, the technicians had a follow up workshop organised by the donors. 

 

Refresher training is extremely important to ensure good quality services, and many 

respondents said that the training they had received was not enough. In rural areas it is 

specifically important since the technician or private operator might leave and look for 

better employment perspectives elsewhere (Carter et al 2003). Indeed, in Ryakarimira 

one technician left, and the other person trained is now operating the system alone. In 

Katakwi and Amuria one of the main objectives of the refresher trainings is to train new 

handpump mechanics that have replaced defaulting ones. 

 

7.3.3 Modalities of involvement 

The modalities of involvement of the private sector in the different case studies are given 

in the table below: 

 
Table 7.2 – Modalities of private sector involvement in case studies 

 

Case study Ownership 
O&M 

management 

Day to day 

operation 

Preventive 

maintenance 

Minor 

repairs 

Major 

repairs 
Support 

Katakwi-

Amuria 

handpump 

mechanics 

association 

Community 

(District) 

Water source 

committee 
Caretaker 

Caretaker/ 

HPM 
HPM District 

HPM 

Association, 

District, 

Donors 

South 

Western 

Towns 

Water and 

Sanitation 

Project 

Sub-county Water board 
Scheme 

operator 

Scheme 

operator 

Scheme 

operator/ 

Umbrella 

Umbrella 

Sub-county, 

Umbrella, 

District 

Namasale Community 
Water 

committee 
Technicians Technicians 

Technicians/ 

Scan-Water 

(Scan-

Water) in 

theory 

District 

Scan-Water 

on a 

temporary 

basis, in 

theory 

District 

Kabango District 

Water 

board/ 

private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

Private 

operator 

District, 

WaterAid, 

MWE 

 

All of the case studies fall under the modality of community ownership and 

private/community management (see section 3.3.3). This is because the approach 

promoted by the Ugandan government in the National Water Policy (see chapter 5) is 

based on community ownership, even if legally the district or the sub-county owns the 

facility on their behalf. In all case studies, the strategic management is done by a water 

committee or water board, with representatives from the community. The private sector 

agent is mainly involved in day to day operation, maintenance and repairs. In the case of 

handpumps preventive maintenance is still mostly done by a caretaker on a voluntary 

basis. When the system gets more privatised, the tendency is that the private operator 

takes over more responsibility, and also prepares monthly reports and does the financial 
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management. This is illustrated by the larger communities of Rubaare and Kabango, 

where the workload would have been too much for the water boards. 

 

7.3.4 Merits and constraints of private sector involvement 

One of the main tasks of this section is to analyse whether the studied cases that involve 

the private sector have been able to benefit from some of the merits of private sector 

involvement. Based on the list given in section 3.3.4, some of the aspects will be 

discussed more in detail below: 

7.3.4.1 Efficiency 

One of the most evident benefits is that since the private operator is motivated by profit, 

he will allocate the resources more efficiently. The system will also be more efficiently 

managed, with better planning and less downtime. Funds will be managed in a more 

efficient way. In the studied cases the private operators seem to manage the systems in 

an efficient way, and bring more efficiency into the management of the committee or 

board. In some communities such as Namasale, alternative approaches are used by the 

technicians to reduce the cost of inputs as much as possible. For example, they use a taxi 

driver that travels regularly from Kampala to the landing site on the other side of Lake 

Kyoga to buy chemicals for them. This is much less expensive than to send a person from 

the village to Kampala and back. In Rubaare, the plumber sleeps in the pumphouse so 

that he can pump at night when the electricity tariffs are lower.  

 

Nevertheless, the private operators face many constraints that are beyond their control 

to be able to manage the systems in a fully efficient way. These constraints can be lack of 

spares, problems with transport and high transaction costs for financial services. Some of 

the private operators are still learning and therefore do not have the capacity to run the 

system efficiently. 

7.3.4.2 Quality 

In theory, the quality of the service is supposed to improve as the private operator 

becomes more consumer-oriented. However, in the case studies quality assurance is a big 

challenge and requires resources and external arrangements. This is mainly due to the 

lack of capacity of the private operators, and the lack of understanding of the consumers 

about what quality to expect. In addition, as described in chapter 3, water supply is often 

a monopoly and there is a lack of competition to push for better quality services. Water 

quality is a particularly complicated issue. Some communities lack understanding about 

the benefits of safe water and resist the taste of chlorine. In Namasale, the technicians 

had to increase the chlorination of the water little by little because of the resistance from 

the community. Both water quality and quality of the work needs to be assessed and 

followed up by an external body on a regular basis. In Katakwi-Amuria this is done by the 

handpump mechanics association, but they lack resources to fully fulfil this role. In the 

swTws project water quality and technical audits are done by the Umbrella. This ensures 

a high quality service but the benefit is not necessarily due to the involvement of a private 

sector operator but rather to an effective support mechanism (see below). 
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7.3.4.3 Expertise 

Compared to community management where ordinary community members manage and 

maintain the water systems, the involvement of the private sector can bring expertise to 

the scheme. This is particularly true where there are several operators interested and a 

selection process can be carried out with focus on capacity. In smaller and remote 

communities though, this benefit is reduced by the fact that there are no candidates 

available, and the implementing agency has to select an ordinary community member to 

train for the job, such as in Namasale, Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara. In Katakwi-

Amuria the benefit of external expertise is evident, since it is costly and difficult to train 

community members in maintenance. With one handpump mechanic responsible for 

several pumps, he can bring important experience and skill to the community and repair 

the pump in an appropriate way. Kabango also benefits from additional expertise, since 

the private operator manages several systems and comes from outside. 

7.3.4.4 Motivation 

One of the major points drawn from the case studies is the impact of private sector 

involvement on motivation. As mentioned in chapter 2, sustainability highly depends on 

the motivation of the users to maintain the facility. Lack of motivation and reliance on 

voluntarism is also one of the major criticisms of community management. In Uganda this 

has been recognised both by the government and by NGOs (MWE 2007). Payment of a 

private operator seems to be a way to solve this problem. 

 

In Katakwi-Amuria, payment is an important factor to motivate the handpump mechanics 

to keep doing their work. One of the advantages of Katakwi and Amuria districts is the 

concentration of handpumps, something that ensures enough work for the handpump 

mechanic. In other areas of Uganda the remuneration was too little to cater for transport 

costs, or the handpump mechanic had too little work and lost interest (Danert et al 2003). 

Another element of motivation is the frequent training carried out by the district, and the 

exchanges through the handpump mechanics association. 

 

In Namasale, motivation is still a problem even if the technicians are paid a small 

allowance per month. One of the technicians initially trained by the project recently left 

the job. Since the project has high operation costs and the pumping takes a lot of time, 

the money available for the technicians in the end of the month does not seem to reflect 

the effort of the job. The community was made aware before installation that the 

payment to the technicians would be an allowance and not a salary. However, the 

technicians feel they work hard and are not sufficiently appreciated by the water 

committee and the community. A higher amount of money would certainly help to solve 

this problem, but currently the finances of the project do not allow it. 

 

In Rubaare, Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara, the private operators seem motivated 

and satisfied with their payment. Since the payment is a percentage of the total 

collection, it also stands in relationship with the amount of work. Only in Hamurwa-

Karukara, where the source is an hour’s walk away, the scheme operator complained that 

he spends a lot of time on the job. An important feature of the swTws project is the 

payment of the board members. The two case studies mentioned above do not include 

any payment for water committee members, and they work on an entirely voluntary 
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basis. The treasurer is the one that works the most, especially in Namasale where she 

collects the money from the kiosk-attendants every day and makes sure it is banked. 

Motivating the treasurer has been difficult there. In Rubaare, the water board gets 3% of 

the total collections, and in the other two sites they get 10 000 in sitting allowances per 

month. In Hamurwa-Karukara they receive an additional 20 000 if they spend the day 

monitoring or visiting the source. This has helped to keep the water boards motivated 

and do their tasks such as sending monthly reports to the Umbrella. Other factors that 

influence the motivation of both water boards and scheme operators are trainings and 

the general assemblies of the Umbrella where exchanges can be made with colleagues. 

The continuous follow up of the Umbrella also makes sure that they do their job. 

 

The system in Kabango is similar to the one under the swTws project, and up to 5% of the 

total collections go to sitting allowances for the water board. The fact that this water 

board is democratically elected gives ordinary community members the possibility to be 

active in water services provision, and to be remunerated for it. The motivation of the 

private sector has in this case effects that go beyond the community, since smaller RGCs 

in the area benefit from water supplies helped by cross-subsidies from Kabango. Without 

the payment from Kabango the private operator would hardly be motivated to deliver 

water there. The continuous follow up and trainings by the district also have positive 

impacts, although it is too early for this project to draw final conclusions. 

 

7.3.5 Degree of private sector involvement 

The degree of private sector involvement can be characterised by the following factors: 

1. Amount of responsibility for management, operation and maintenance taken over 

by the private sector 

2. Presence of a formal agreement 

3. The extent to which water board members are paid allowances 

According to these factors, the case studies are distributed on the axis as follows: 

 
Figure 7.4 – Degree of private sector involvement 

 

According to the definition in section 3.3.1, the private sector is involved when a private 

entity is asked to deliver a service and manages the system on a profitable basis.  In 

Kabango and the swTws project, this is clearly the case. The water boards give the task of 

managing the systems to private operators, and this is backed up by a formal contract. 

The water board only has an overseeing role, although in smaller projects it is also 

involved in some financial management. In Namasale it is the committee and not the 

technicians that is asked by the community to run the system on a profitable basis, 

although this is not written in a formal contract. The committee employs the technicians 
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and kiosk attendants and is responsible for a sustainable delivery of services. The 

committee members work on a voluntary basis, and have both a managing and 

overseeing role. Theoretically, there is therefore not a high degree of private sector 

involvement, although some would say there is. This shows how the lines between 

community management and private sector involvement are not clear, and that different 

people use different definitions. This study argues that the transition between community 

management and private sector involvement is a continuum, and that different models 

are found at different stages of the scale (see chapter 8). 

 

7.47.47.47.4 SustainabilitySustainabilitySustainabilitySustainability    

Research question number 6 and 7 address the concepts of sustainability and 

functionality. Have the management models studied contributed to an increased 

sustainability of the projects? During the field visits, the performance of the water 

systems was evaluated using the sustainability shapshot tool. The results will be analysed 

below, in addition to two of the golden indicators for the rural water sector performance 

reviews that are linked to sustainability; functionality and management. A final section 

will discuss two other key elements of sustainability: operation and maintenance and 

support mechanisms. 

 

7.4.1 Sustainability snapshot 

The table below summarises the data collected with the sustainability snapshot tool: 

 
Table 7.3 – Summary of findings from sustainability snapshot 

 

Location Rubaare Ryakarimira 
Hamurwa-

Karukara 
Namasale Kabango 

Financial 2 2 2 3 3 

Technical 2 2 2 2 2 

Spare parts 2 3 2 2 3 

Total score 6 7 6 7 8 

 

The findings show that the results are similar for most locations, with only a few 

variations. The project with the most private sector involvement, Kabango, gets the 

highest score and is thus the most sustainable. Nevertheless, this project was only 

commissioned a year ago, and it still has to be seen if the ratings correspond to reality, 

especially since no large repair has been necessary so far. Namasale, with a relatively low 

degree of private sector participation, also gets a high score because of the financial 

sustainability through support from the local government. Interestingly, none of the 

projects consider that the private operators have enough technical expertise to 

undertake all repairs. This shows how the private sector in Uganda is still inexperienced 

and needs a large effort of capacity building. Spares are mostly available, only Namasale 

struggles with equipment from abroad. The locations under the swTws say that in 

principle spares are available but they prefer to ask the Umbrella to help them out. This is 

a sign of the dependency on the Umbrella. 
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7.4.2 Functionality and management 

The government uses two indicators in the sector review reports to measure the 

sustainability of the water sector; functionality and management. In the PEAP target, 80-

90% functionality was included to the 100% coverage target to make sure the 

infrastructure constructed is actually sustainable. Functionality is measured by recording 

the amount of water systems functioning at time of spot check. Management is 

expressed by a functional water committee that is characterised by regular contributions 

by the community for operation and maintenance, regular meetings, attending to minor 

repairs, maintaining good hygiene and sanitation around the water source and the 

observation of by-laws (see chapter 5). 

7.4.2.1 Functionality 

All systems visited were operational at time of spot check. According to the performance 

report of 2007, one of the reasons for low functionality is the failure of the CBMS to deal 

with poor management of funds and lack of skills in book-keeping, voluntarism and non-

compliance with by-laws. In the cases studied, most of these problems seem to be 

overcome. Fund management is more efficient with a private operator and a paid 

committee/board that care about future expenses (see section 7.3.4.2). With a private 

sector involvement, there is also cash to send people to the nearest bank, like they do 

regularly in Hamurwa-Karukara. The private operator can bring skills in book-keeping to 

the community, as explained in section 7.3.4.3. However, the level of skills in book-

keeping in the communities where the committee/board is responsible for financial 

management largely depends on the training they receive. Another issue is voluntarism. 

This is partly dealt with through payment and other motivation described in section 

7.3.4.4, and is probably the factor that has the biggest impact on functionality. The 

elaboration and respect of by-laws is also likely to be improved. The enforcement of by-

laws is the responsibility of the sub-county chief, and with his presence on the water 

board like in Kabango and the swTws project is more likely that by-laws are formulated 

and followed. 

7.4.2.2 Management 

All committees/boards visited were functional according to the criteria spelled out in the 

sector performance report. According to the report, the main reasons for dysfunctional 

water committees were mismanagement of funds, lack of training, water committee 

members expect remuneration, hurried committee formation, lack of commitment of 

committee members and al lack of sense of ownership (see section 5.3.3.2). Some of 

these issues seem to be addressed by the management models used in the case studies. 

The problem that water committee members expect remuneration and lack commitment 

seems to be dealt with by the sitting allowances in the swTws project and in Kabango (see 

section 7.3.4.4). Mismanagement of funds was discussed in the paragraph above. Other 

issues such as training and hurried committee formation are not directly linked to the 

management model. The sense of ownership is debateable, but this study argues that an 

increased involvement of the community in the management of the water system such as 

taking strategic decisions reinforces the ownership feeling although this has to be further 

investigated. By having a representative committee, ownership feeling can be preserved 

to some extent even if the management of the system is contracted out to a private 

operator, with the desired effects on sustainability and equity described in section 7.2.2. 
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7.4.3 Operation and maintenance 

As mentioned in chapter 2, operation and maintenance plays a crucial role in 

sustainability, and most of the efforts to increase sustainability have been concentrated 

around improving routines for different types of maintenance, and how to generate the 

funds for it. All case studies had a clear distribution of responsibility when it comes to the 

different types of maintenance (see table 7.2). One of the major impacts of private sector 

participation on operation and maintenance seems to be that a motivation for preventive 

maintenance is created, and this reduces future costs for maintenance and increases the 

durability of the system. Corrective maintenance such as small repairs is also readily 

carried out, since funds are available and the scheme operator is motivated to keep the 

system running for his own benefit. This can be supported by the fact that all case studies 

scored reasonably well on the sustainability snapshot analysis, although it is difficult to 

draw conclusions without comparative cases. In the case of Kabango, the motivation for 

improved performance lies in the contract, which includes a maximum downtime and 

other performance indicators. 

 

There are some challenges to effective maintenance in the studied cases. The first is 

technical expertise. From the sustainability shapshot and the key-informant interviews it 

was clear that all technicians desire more training and rely on support from outside to 

carry out some repairs. This is even true for the highly skilled staff in Kabango. The second 

challenge is a system for large repairs. The policy in Uganda only gives a temporary 

responsibility for this to the districts, but authors argue that it is not realistic in that 

communities raise money for large repairs in the near future (Carter et al 2003). Since it is 

a temporary responsibility, districts and government do not seem to take it seriously, 

something that is reflected by the low amount of money allocated for repairs of existing 

facilities (see chapter 5). This makes communities reliant on external support mechanisms 

such as the Umbrella, since the government fails to play its role. It is time that the 

Ugandan government recognises the importance of maintenance and starts allocating 

more funds for large repairs. 

 

7.4.4 Support mechanisms 

Research question 7 addresses the types of support mechanisms. All authors agree that 

some kind of support is necessary even for privatised systems, either from government, 

independent organisations or the private sector (see chapter 3). The support mechanisms 

are particularly important to ensure quality and for support in technical and financial 

expertise. The case studies give an interesting cross-section of different support 

mechanisms that currently exist in Uganda, and give us the opportunity to discuss their 

advantages and disadvantages more in detail based on the framework in section 3.3.8. 

7.4.4.1 Ad-hoc arrangements 

The water system in Namasale has no formal support arrangement at all, as explained in 

the case study. This has led to long downtimes since the community had to seek support 

from actors that had no obligation to assist them. However it has increased the 

ownership feeling and the community has been able to mobilise a strong financial 

commitment from the sub-county. 
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7.4.4.2 Government 

Kabango has an elaborated government support structure that includes regular reporting, 

financial and technical audits and quality checks. This shows that the districts can fulfil 

their role in support to the private operators and communities, as it is given to them by 

the water policy. Ideally, the control should be delegated to the sub-counties in future, 

but at present there is not enough capacity on sub-county level to give technical support. 

The danger with support mechanisms from government is that they can create 

disincentives for preventive maintenance. It is therefore crucial that roles and 

responsibilities are clear. 

7.4.4.3 Umbrella associations 

Both the projects under the swTws project and the handpump mechanics in Katakwi-

Amuria are supported by representative umbrella associations. They give technical and 

financial support, and ensure quality. The disadvantages of the swUws are discussed in 

the previous chapter, and the case of Katakwi-Amuria has a much higher degree of 

involvement of the government. In Katakwi and Amuria, the district authorities are closely 

linked to the associations and also carry out some monitoring activities. It is the district 

and not the associations that organise the trainings. The associations are therefore a 

supplement to the district follow up system, and not an entirely parallel structure such as 

the swUws. 

7.4.4.4 Private sector 

None of the private operators or communities use the private sector for business 

development services or other support. This indicates a fact that has been proved by 

several studies; BDS are virtually non-existent in rural areas in Uganda, and rarely used by 

the water sector (Carter et al 2005 and ICON 2008). The reason for this might be that 

many of the water projects are only making small profits, and do not have the money to 

outsource activities. There is also a lack of information about available private sector 

services such as accounting and auditing, and government is not encouraging the use of 

them. Communities tend to turn to their support organisation or government and ask for 

services for free.  

 

7.57.57.57.5 The way forward The way forward The way forward The way forward ofofofof    the rural water sector in Ugandathe rural water sector in Ugandathe rural water sector in Ugandathe rural water sector in Uganda    

This chapter has drawn some conclusions from the case studies in order to answer three 

of the research questions and to give a basis for the general conclusion that will try to 

achieve the objective of the study. In addition to the case studies, this section is largely 

based on the expert interviews carried out with government officials and representatives 

from civil society in Uganda. 

 

7.5.1 Research questions 

7.5.1.1 Lessons from management models in Uganda 

After looking at management models involving the private sector in rural communities in 

Uganda, the following lessons can be learned: 
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- Private sector involvement is increasingly used in the rural water sector in Uganda, 

especially in rural growth centres and piped water supplies 

- Sustainability of handpumps still represents a major challenge in the rural water sector 

- Spare parts supply is still a major problem in Uganda 

- The private sector is mostly informal and involved in an informal way 

- The biggest constraint is lack of technical expertise in the communities but also at the 

districts 

- All models studied were hybrids with elements of both community management and 

private sector involvement 

- The level of private sector involvement is adapted to the level of economic 

development and the technology in each village 

- The Ugandan government needs to assume responsibility for large repairs 

- The government does not ensure sufficient post-construction support unless it is 

facilitated and supported by a donor agency 

 

7.5.1.2 Characteristics of the studied models decisive for sustainability 

In summary, the following characteristics of the models are considered to be decisive for 

sustainability 

- The most decisive factor for sustainability found in the studied models was the 

increased motivation to carry out preventive and corrective maintenance 

- Remuneration of water committee/board members had a positive impact on their 

motivation to do a good job 

- Democratically elected committees/boards resulted in increased community 

participation and control and hence ownership 

- There was also an effective and careful management of funds, with long-term 

perspectives in mind 

- All studied cases were able to break even but had no funds for extensions 

- The support mechanism is decisive for sustainability  

- A regular reporting system that is revised by an external body has positive impacts on 

functionality, sustainability and capacity building 

- The district or an external agency must take responsibility for large repairs and 

extensions since these costs cannot be borne by the communities 

- A formal contract reduces misunderstandings and has positive impacts on the 

management 

 

7.5.1.3 Support mechanisms 

The following observations about support mechanisms can be made: 

- Support mechanisms that ensure continuous follow up are crucial for sustainability 

- The most critical functions of the support mechanisms are quality control and technical 

assistance 

- A regular reporting system is vital for effective follow up and capacity building 

- The support mechanism should include external technical and financial audits 

- It should be avoided to create parallel support mechanisms without a clear division of 

tasks with the government 
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- The amount of support has to be balanced to avoid the creation of a dependency 

culture 

- A desired service of the support mechanism is training and this should be carried out 

on a regular basis 

- Loans for extensions should be provided either by government or financial institutions 

- There are extremely few business development services available for the private water 

sector, even financial institutions are difficult to access 

- Without money allocated for support and large repairs, no management model will be 

sustainable 

 

7.5.2 Conclusions 

The involvement of the private sector in rural water supplies has to be seen in the larger 

context of rural development. As rural communities develop economically, there is also 

more scope for private sector involvement. This is exacerbated by the fact that the 

management of water systems in small towns in Uganda is privatised, and many of the 

rural growth centres are soon to qualify for small towns. They therefore see the 

involvement of a private operator as one step on the way to become a town council.  

 

 

Figure 7.5 – Relationship between private sector involvement and degree of economic development 

 

The relationship between economic development and private sector involvement is 

shown above. It has to be noted that in addition to economic development, other factors 

will also influence the degree of private sector involvement and whether it is a success. 

These factors can be the socio-political characteristics of the community, cost of water, 

political leadership, type of support mechanism and the implementation approach. The 

cases under the swTws project are shown here as an average, with a low economic 
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development in Ryakarimira and Hamurwa-Karukara balanced to some extent by the busy 

trading centre Rubaare.  

 

As the community develops, it will move up towards the top right corner of the graph, as 

the trend shows. Communities with low economic development, such as in the poorer 

districts of Katakwi and Amuria, still retain many elements from community management 

and are therefore at the beginning of the trend in the low left corner. Kabango has the 

highest economic development due to a high amount of paid workers through the sugar 

factory, and also has the highest degree of private sector involvement. Although 

Namasale is considerably developed, it still retains many elements of community 

management. This can be attributed to its remoteness or to local social conditions such as 

an extremely unified and politically active community. This shows how the relationship 

between economic development and private sector involvement is not straight forward 

but a simplified representation of a general trend. 

 

The recognition of the relationship between economic development and private sector 

involvement has important consequences for the management approaches of future 

water systems. As it was suggested by Mwebaze, the goal on the long term for centres 

such as small towns and rural growth centres should be full privatisation.
24

 However, this 

is not possible when the communities are still small and underdeveloped. But economic 

development is only going in one direction, and it is sensible to start to involve the private 

sector to a low degree in order to prepare for the future management system. This will 

enable the community to undergo a smooth transition from community management to 

private sector involvement, while maintaining some of the benefits from community 

management. One of the main conclusions drawn from the case studies in Uganda is that 

community management and private sector involvement are not two separate concepts 

but that they can be successfully combined, increasing the involvement of the private 

sector as the community develops and benefiting from the merits of both. 

 
 

 

                                                      
24

 Interview with Denis Mwebaze, op.cit. 
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8888 Conclusions and recommendationsConclusions and recommendationsConclusions and recommendationsConclusions and recommendations    
 

 

8.18.18.18.1 Research questions and objectiveResearch questions and objectiveResearch questions and objectiveResearch questions and objective    

The aim of this chapter is to recapitulate the lessons and conclusions from all previous 

chapters and to hopefully achieve the objective of the study that was stated as: to analyse 

the strengths and weaknesses of different management approaches for rural water 

supply, and to identify potential management models that involve the private sector for 

more sustainable rural water supplies in Uganda. It will address all research questions, 

but in particular question eight: 

8. What management models can be recommended to improve the sustainability 

of rural water supplies? 

Although the objective mentions Uganda, this last research question opens up for the 

possibility do draw conclusions in a larger context and to give recommendations for 

developing countries in general. The structure of the chapter will be first a reflection on 

the appropriateness of the methodology, second a recapitulation of the conclusions from 

the case studies and third an attempt to widen the conclusions to the rural water sector 

in developing countries in general. The last section will give recommendations for further 

research. 

 

8.28.28.28.2 MethodologyMethodologyMethodologyMethodology    

8.2.1 Use of different sources 

One of the core principles in the methodology was to use a wide range of sources for all 

chapters. In addition to literature, it included using information from the expert 

interviews in the literature review chapters. This showed to be a valuable principle, since 

the literature was scarce on many issues. For information about local organisations in 

Uganda, a large amount of unpublished documents and grey literature was used due to 

the absence of published literature. Personal communications were also used in one 

instance. The society in Uganda is still largely based on oral communication, and few 

documents about ongoing projects were available. This put constraints on the research in 

general and made it more time-consuming, but the chosen methodology permitted to 

compensate with the interviews. 

 

8.2.2 Key-informant interviews 

The information about the case studies was collected through key informant interviews 

on site, and the titles/functions of the different persons interviewed can be found in 

appendix 3. Their names are not published for confidentiality. It was somehow difficult to 

carry out the interviews in a systematic and uniform manner, due to the following factors: 

- The time available in each location was extremely short due to limited resources, 

only 1-2 hours 
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- It was difficult to carry out individual interviews where more people were around 

due to the situation and time constraints. Often several people were interviewed 

in a group such as the water board or water committee 

- It was difficult to get to interview all categories of people for all sites because 

many were simply not available at the time of visit.  

- It would have been desirable to interview more members of the community and 

not only the persons concerned with the project, but it always takes some time to 

find appropriate interview objectives that are more or less reliable and 

representative 

- The reliability of the data has to be somehow questioned due to the short amount 

of time spent in each location and the small number of persons interviewed. 

Triangulation was used in an attempt to compensate, and it is believed that the 

author’s experience in rural Ugandan communities also compensated. 

- The information gathering process was much easier in Namasale where the author 

has been several times before, knows the community dynamics and knows many 

people personally. This results in a higher reliability. 

- In Masindi the field visit never took place because of a serious car accident on the 

way there. This made it impossible to talk to people on site. As an emergency 

solution as much information as possible was collected from the district water 

engineer 

- Although the interview guidelines were generally followed, a lot of information 

was also collected through informal conversations and observation. The semi-

structured interview was a good and flexible tool and allowed for spontaneous 

remarks and discussion. 

 

8.2.3 Field visits and desk study 

As outlined in the methodology, one of the cases (Katakwi-Amuria) was not studied in the 

field but through a desk study. Unfortunately there were few documents available about 

the given case, only some general reports. This made it necessary to rely heavily on the 

one key-informant interview that was carried out in Kampala. It would have been 

desirable to get the views of more people about this case. Otherwise, it was a suitable 

case to do as a desk study since the districts in question are far away from the capital and 

in areas that are still somehow unstable. Since the case focused on an association of 

handpump mechanics that serves a large number of communities, it would have been 

difficult to draw a representative sample and it would have been time-consuming to do 

the field work. The aim was to include a case that involved handpumps and to describe 

the management model, and hopefully this was achieved. 

 

8.2.4 Sustainability snapshot 

The sustainability snapshot served to summarise the most important information from 

the key-informant interviews in a numeric and compact way. However, the credibility of 

the information is questionable, since the answers depended largely on who was asked. 

The author attempted to ask several persons or lead group discussions, but sometimes a 

key person was not around or people did not understand properly the nuances between 

the ratings. When it comes to complicated systems with many technical components, 
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communities are never likely to be able to perform all repairs or buy all spares. This is 

especially true for the systems that were connected to the national grid and have 

expensive transformers and electric switchboxes that can only be fixed by electricians. If 

the community pays an electrician to fix the transformer, should the rating be 2 or 3? 

What if that is the predefined responsibility of the district or Umeme? The author tried to 

discuss the ratings with the communities keeping in mind the goal of the tool: to give an 

indicator of sustainability. The ratings were therefore interpreted in this light, and the 

author believes that the final scores express the likelihood for sustainability of each 

project in relationship to the others. 

 

The sustainability snapshot is probably a more useful tool in studies that include a large 

number of sites than in this case. At the same time, it gives a broader perspective than 

the indicators of functionality and management used by the sector performance reports. 

Nevertheless, due to the importance of these indicators in the Ugandan sector 

performance assessment and the aim of this study to shed light on the Ugandan water 

sector, an analysis of the case studies using these indicators was also included in the 

previous chapter. 

 

8.38.38.38.3 Conclusions from the case studiesConclusions from the case studiesConclusions from the case studiesConclusions from the case studies    

8.3.1 Research questions 

The case studies attempt to answer three research questions about the type of 

management models tried out in Uganda today, important factors for sustainability and 

support mechanisms. The studied cases gave instructive information to answer all of the 

three questions and draw some conclusions. It has to be kept in mind that the case 

studies were selected cases from projects particularly involving the private sector, and 

cannot be considered as representative for the majority of rural water supplies in 

Uganda. In addition, only cases with a functioning management structure were selected 

and this might have reduced the focus on problems and constraints to private sector 

involvement. However it is believed that these issues were sufficiently addressed in 

chapter 3. 

 

8.3.2 The rural water supply sector in Uganda 

After looking at the case studies and also the legal and institutional framework in Uganda, 

how can the sustainability of rural water supplies be improved in this country? This is a 

complex question with a more complex answer, but it is too important to be ignored. 

According to the conclusions from chapter 7, some recommendations can be selected: 

8.3.2.1 Focus on operation and maintenance 

Despite repeated calls for an increased focus on operation and maintenance in the sector 

performance reports and by authors and practitioners, little has been achieved in the past 

few years in terms of improving operation and maintenance of rural water supplies. In 

order to improve preventive, corrective and major maintenance on rural water supplies, 

it is necessary to revise the current system and to embark on a major effort in creating an 

institutional framework that works. Instead of waiting for the development of policy, 
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many measures can be taken by creating a division for operation and maintenance in 

DWD, and make one person responsible for operation and maintenance in each district. It 

is also necessary to train community development officers on issues such as cost recovery 

and operation and maintenance planning and management. A new maintenance 

framework should guarantee technical and financial back-stopping by the districts for 

large repairs and consequently the districts should also to be given the human and 

financial resources to provide this. However, in order to use the resources as efficiently as 

possible, communities should still be encouraged to pay for preventive and corrective 

maintenance. For minor repairs the districts should only give assistance through advice 

and technical expertise. One possibility is to extend the system of subsidies from small 

towns to rural growth centres. Output-based aid is currently piloted in four rural growth 

centres, and the outcome of these projects will give valuable information about the 

effectiveness and limitations of the subsidy system. 

 

The maintenance framework should also include support in terms of regular reporting 

mechanisms and water quality testing, since this was found to improve the management 

of the water systems considerably. In addition, it is necessary to sensitise district officials, 

communities and DWD officials in the roles and responsibilities of each actor in the 

operation and maintenance framework, and to establish flows on information and 

communication that are used and maintained even when there is no problem. Only in this 

way they will work and be used when there is a problem. The increased investment for 

operation and maintenance has to be compared with alternative investment. This study 

argues that room for increased private sector involvement can reduce some of the 

community mobilisation effort in the post-construction phase. If communities are 

motivated by profit, they do not have to be continuously mobilised to stay motivated. 

Some of the mobilisation funds could therefore be diverted to overseeing and supporting 

the private sector in carrying out operation and maintenance.  

 

Bottom line is, the government needs to be unified around an operation and 

maintenance framework that they believe in. It should open for innovative and locally 

adapted approaches, although pressure should be put on NGOs and other actors to 

improve reporting. The government has announced a revision of the current framework 

for operation and maintenance for rural water supplies. This is a step in the right 

direction, but enough resources and political will need to be mobilised in order to benefit 

fully from this opportunity. 

8.3.2.2 Management models 

Elaborating a new framework for operation and maintenance also calls for a rethinking of 

the management model. This study has looked at management models that involve the 

private sector, but it does not suggest that this is the only way to go. The cases looked at 

in this study were all quite similar in socio-economic terms; most of the piped water 

systems were quickly developing rural growth centres. For these communities that are 

moving towards small towns and that have an elaborated cash economy, piped water 

systems seem to be the best technology to satisfy the demands of the users and to cope 

with economic growth. However a majority of the rural communities in Uganda, 

especially in the north, do not have the size and economic conditions of a rural growth 

centre. The main message from this study is to take into account the economic 
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development of a location and adapt the management model accordingly. With this in 

mind, private sector involvement seems to be a good way to go for more developed 

communities. This is linked to the fact that while the rural society is developing, the spirit 

of voluntarism is dying, and private sector involvement creates motivation and incentives 

to maintain a water system. At the same time, private sector involvement is not a magic 

formula, and as showed in the case studies, it will only work appropriately with a certain 

degree of community involvement, with an appropriate support mechanism and with 

enough money for operation and maintenance. 

8.3.2.3 Support mechanisms 

An unexpected outcome of this study was the possibility to discuss and compare various 

support mechanisms that are used in Uganda. Their strengths and weaknesses are 

outlined in the previous chapter, but there is one important conclusion that can be drawn 

from the Ugandan setting: the government does not have a unified policy about how to 

support the communities. In principle, the responsibility relies within the local 

governments, and this can be successfully explored if only resources and capacities can be 

made available (see case study 4). The Umbrella was created due to donor pressure and 

the failure of the local governments to perform, and is currently a well-functioning 

alternative (see case study 2). But the government should be cautious before it expands 

the Umbrella to other regions. Some of the reasons are discussed in the previous chapter, 

but the main reason is that the government will eventually undermine the flow of 

resources and the building of capacity to its own branches in the districts. It is dangerous 

to create a parallel structure for operation and maintenance that only has a short term 

perspective, since it will detach the operation and maintenance part from the 

government that eventually has to assume its responsibilities. This can curtail important 

flows of information and feed-back cycles, and finally be detrimental to sustainability. If it 

is created as a permanent structure, the division of tasks between the Umbrella and the 

government has to be clarified. The main message is that the government has to think 

very carefully about the role of the umbrellas, and what will happen to them when the 

donors pull out. One possibility is to maintain the umbrellas as membership associations 

to promote exchange, training and advocacy, but to merge the technical and financial 

support with the DWOs. Another possibility is to confine the entire responsibility for 

technical and financial support to a government funded Umbrella, and let the DWO have 

a supervising role. The bottom line is that DWD needs to have a clear plan of how to 

structure and finance support. This issue is pressing and the review study underway about 

the umbrellas is a good step, but the importance of the actions taken now for the future 

of the whole rural water sector needs to be fully acknowledged. 

8.3.2.4 Conclusion 

Uganda has a high potential in piloting new approaches for operation and maintenance, 

management models and support. It has a dynamic rural water sector and many actors 

are eager to find new ways to improve the sustainability of the sector. However the 

actors need to be increasingly coordinated and DWD needs to assume a leading role. The 

rural water sector also needs to be prioritised, in the latest years the urban sector has 

received far more investment. In addition serious constraints such as corruption and lack 

of capacity in the districts need to be overcome. The government also needs to become 

more independent from large international donors. The objective of this study was to 
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contribute to the improved sustainability of rural water supplies in Uganda by highlighting 

the potential role of the private sector. Through the case studies and the analysis it has 

been shown that the private sector can play an important role if the conditions are right, 

and that it can solve some of the problems of the traditional models. The next section will 

discuss whether this lesson can be expanded to the rural water supply sector in 

developing countries in general. 

 

8.48.48.48.4 General conclusionsGeneral conclusionsGeneral conclusionsGeneral conclusions    

Each country is unique and each village has a particular setting. In a post-modern era, the 

tendency is to argue that everything is relative and that the management model will 

depend on the conditions and characteristics of where it is applied. If this was entirely 

true, the essence of research would be lost. On the contrary, there is a great need for 

knowledge in the rural water supply sector, and practitioners are eager to learn from 

lessons from other countries to improve their work. This study does not deny the fact that 

each management model has to be carefully adapted to the place where it is 

implemented. It rather tries to point out some general lines of guidance that can inform 

thinking and hopefully lead to a fruitful discussion. It has to be noted that the conclusions 

are based on experiences in Uganda, that is a relatively stable country. Many developing 

countries still face insecurities and conflicts, and the socio-economic conditions of 

communities in such countries will be fundamentally different. The extent to which these 

conclusions can be generalised therefore depend on the underlying social and economic 

conditions in the given country. 

 

8.4.1 Community management versus private sector involvement 

One of the main conclusions that can be drawn both from the literature review and from 

the case studies is that community management and private sector involvement are not 

two isolated approaches but that they are increasingly combined. The literature review 

attempted to outline the benefits and limitations of each approach, and the case studies 

showed how benefits from both approaches can be achieved if they are combined. 

Obviously getting all benefits from both is impossible to achieve, but a good combination 

will ensure a large number of them. It is therefore crucial to think about what benefits 

from each approach that are desired before a management model can be proposed. This 

study suggests that the prioritisation of benefits should be based on the aim of improving 

sustainability. From the previous chapter, these can be listed as follows: 

1. Motivation to carry out operation and maintenance 

2. Efficient management, especially financial management 

3. Ownership feeling 

4. Equity 

5. Community empowerment 

 

The way in which these benefits are achieved will of course depend on the setting, and 

some examples are given through the case studies. In order to maintain some of the 

community management benefits such as ownership feeling and equity, it is 

recommended that some form of community oversight and control takes place through a 

water committee or board. In order to achieve the benefits from private sector 
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involvement such as motivation and efficiency, it is recommended that remuneration in 

monetary terms is included, first for the people carrying out daily operation and 

maintenance, but eventually also for the people managing the system. Community 

empowerment is a benefit from both approaches if they are combined successfully; with 

adequate mobilisation and training the community will benefit in terms of improved skills 

and self-esteem. 

 

8.4.2 Proposed management model 

A proposed management model can be summarised through the figure below. This model 

is already implemented in different versions and modalities in many countries. Only in a 

few countries such as Kenya and Rwanda this model is promoted by the government for 

rural water supplies. Before such a model is adopted and included into national policies, it 

is necessary to identify which elements of community management that should be 

retained, and how to retain them. It is important to include a business aspect in all stages 

of the project cycle, including planning and pre-construction mobilisation. It is also 

important not to believe that private sector involvement will solve all problems, but to 

keep in mind that some of the benefits from community management are still desirable 

and that the two approaches have to be combined in an effective way to work. Another 

reservation is that it should not be promoted as the only and universal model, since there 

are still communities and technologies where it will not be appropriate or affordable.  

 
Figure 8.1 – Proposed management model for rural water supplies 

8.4.3 Private sector involvement and economic development 

One of the reasons why it might not work is that the community is too poor to sustain a 

private operator. This is the case in many remote communities, or small family groups 

around one water source. In this connection the link between private sector involvement 

and economic development outlined in the previous chapter becomes very important. As 

shown by the figure below, the relationship can be expressed in a way that more 

economic development allows more private sector involvement and less community 
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management. This is a simplification, but a good rule to keep in mind. As can be seen 

from the graph in section 7.5, the relationship is not always that straight forward and 

other conditions also play an important role. The general conclusion is that in poor 

communities, community management still represents a better solution than private 

sector involvement, but as the community develops, the private sector can be 

increasingly involved and the elements of community management reduced. In 

underdeveloped societies, the benefits that the community management approach offers 

in terms of building of social capital and capacity are more necessary than in communities 

that are more developed. Financially it is also a problem involving the private sector in 

communities that virtually have not cash in circulation. It is important to acknowledge 

that the two different approaches have two different outputs: community management is 

focused on continuous mobilisation and building of social capital, whereas private sector 

involvement focuses on efficient service delivery. It can be argued that at different stages 

of economic development communities have different needs, and the management 

model or combination of management models has to be chosen based on the attempt to 

satisfy these needs. This shows that private sector involvement is a dynamic process, and 

not an approach to adapt from one day to another. 

 
Figure 8.2 – From community management to private sector involvement 

 

8.4.4 Support mechanisms 

Another general conclusion that can be drawn from this study is the need for working 

support mechanisms. The literature increasingly highlights this in relation to community 

management, but it is also true for private sector involvement. The nature of the support 

mechanism might vary, and this study argues that if the private sector is successfully 

involved, there is less need for mobilisation and other time-consuming activities that are 

necessary for community management structures. Technical support, financial services 

and quality control are the most important functions. In some countries such as Kenya, 

the government encourages the private sector to provide these services through BDS. 

However, it has to be recognised that the private sector for BDS is largely absent in 

developing countries and that even an increased demand will not develop it quickly 

enough due to macro-economic constraints such as the price of capital etc. It is therefore 

necessary to incorporate them into an efficient support mechanism that can support 

different management models with a different degree of private sector involvement. 

 

Another conclusion from the discussion about support mechanisms is the need to have a 

national strategy for support. This starts with the recognition of the need for support 

mechanisms and allocation of funds for operation and maintenance, independently of the 

management model. Enough studies and experiences have shown that communities need 

support and cannot be responsible for rural water supplies alone. If the government fails 

Low degree
of economic
development

High degree
of economic
development

Community
management

Private
sector
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to make a strategy, parallel structures and temporary solutions will emerge, something 

that will in the long run undermine the government and threaten the sustainability.  

 

8.4.5 Motivation 

Lastly, a fundamental conclusion is the importance of motivation for sustainability. Many 

of the failures of community management are due to dysfunctional committees or people 

moving away, and only in communities with a strong leadership and commitment 

community management can work well. In the literature review, the lack of motivation 

was identified as one of the main causes to the lack of sustainability of the community 

management approach. It was also suggested as one of the points where private sector 

involvement can have the largest impact. The case studies have confirmed this 

hypothesis; when private sector operators and sometimes also board members are paid 

for their work, this has a positive impact on the motivation of the people and they are 

more likely to fulfil their roles. Motivation can also be created in a different way, such as 

the competition activities carried out by Kigezi Diocese (see section 3.3.8.5), but creating 

a cash flow and paying allowances seem to be the fastest and easiest way to motivate 

people. 

 

8.58.58.58.5 Suggestions for further researchSuggestions for further researchSuggestions for further researchSuggestions for further research    

Some of the issues mentioned above are poorly researched. In general, little information 

was found about private sector involvement in rural water supplies. Most of the literature 

was descriptive and documented case studies, with no analysis or discussion. It is hoped 

that this study can contribute to a richer debate about this subject that is becoming 

increasingly important in the rural water sector, and thus needs more investigation and 

research. In addition to private sector involvement in rural water supplies in general, 

some other themes are suggested for further research. 

 

The business environment of rural settings in developing countries is poorly understood 

and documented. More information is necessary about the private sector in rural areas, 

how both the informal and formal part of it operates and survives and how it can be 

increasingly formalised. This includes an investigation of the main barriers of entry and 

exit, and learning from other sectors than the water sector. The outcome could help to 

understand issues such as how to overcome constraints that are posed by the 

characteristics of rural settings such as the lack of economies of scale and low capacity, 

and how to attract the private sector to rural areas and keep it there. It will also give 

information about what support and BDS are demanded from the private sector in rural 

areas, and how this can be provided. 

 

The combination of community management and private sector involvement needs to be 

further researched and documented, preferably in other developing countries. It is 

necessary to identify the benefits and limitations of different degrees of private sector 

involvement and community management, and what elements from each approach that 

are desirable to retain. It would also be interesting to know more about what kind of 

support is necessary for different degrees of private sector involvement, and if support 

can be more efficiently provided to privately managed systems than systems run through 
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traditional community management. This could include further exploration of the 

proposal of this study: that a higher degree of private sector involvement is appropriate 

as the community develops economically. What are the benchmarks in economic 

development (eg. Per capita income) that dictate the degree of private sector 

involvement? 

 

A major outcome of this study is the importance of support mechanisms. It seems that if 

no resources are put into an effective support mechanism for operation and 

maintenance, no management model will work. The money needed for effective support 

needs to be quantified, and linked to different management models. Is it true, as it was 

proposed by this study, that mechanisms supporting systems with a higher degree of 

private sector involvement are less costly in terms of time and resources? What other 

support mechanisms such as subsidies can be created to increase functionality and 

sustainability? How can the private sector be attracted and involved through targeted 

subsidies and support programmes? 

 

The development of the private sector in developing countries is closely linked to larger 

issues such as poverty eradication and economic development of developing countries in 

general. One of the main merits of community management or water supplies is that it 

contributes indirectly to economic development and community empowerment through 

capacity building and new social dynamics. The private sector has the potential to 

introduce to this model aspects such as efficiency and motivation, and with the right 

support, this model has a great potential to have positive impacts on the sustainability of 

rural water supplies and economic development in general. 
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Denis Mwebaze, District Water Engineer Kanungu District Uganda. Semi-structured 

interview 21.07.2008, Kanungu, Uganda 

 

Geoffrey Balibali, Private Consultant, semi-structured interview 12.06.08, Kampala, 
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Appendix 2 Appendix 2 Appendix 2 Appendix 2 ----    Guidelines expert interviewsGuidelines expert interviewsGuidelines expert interviewsGuidelines expert interviews    
 

1. Personal information 

1.1. Name 

1.2. Profession 

1.3. Years of experience in the water and sanitation sector 

1.4. Brief summary of experience in the water and sanitation sector, positions held, 

location worked, and current occupation 

 

2. Experience from rural water projects 

2.1. How is a rural water project typically implemented in your organisation? 

- Funding 

- Planning 

- Implementation 

- Follow up 

2.2. To what degree is the community involved in the different stages of the project 

cycle? 

2.3. How is operation and maintenance of the water system managed? 

- Preventive maintenance 

- Corrective maintenance 

- Large repairs 

2.4. What are the main challenges/problems related to operation and maintenance in 

rural water projects? 

 

3. Community management 

3.1. What do you understand by “community management”? 

3.2. What are the main benefits/advantages of community management? 

3.3. What are the main challenges/problems of community management? Please 

refer to experiences. 

 

4. Private sector involvement 

4.1. Do you have any experiences with private sector involvement in operation and 

maintenance of rural water supplies? If yes, briefly explain. 

4.2. What are the main benefits of private sector involvement? 

4.3. What are the main challenges of private sector involvement? 

 

5. The future of the rural water supply sector 

5.1. What do you believe the main impact of the Ugandan sector reform has been on 

the rural water supply sector? 

5.2. What approach should a country like Uganda choose to reach the set targets for 

the sector? 

5.3. In your opinion, what are the decisive factors for sustainability of rural water 

projects?  

5.4. From your experience, which management model would you propose for 

operation and maintenance of future projects? 
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Appendix 3 Appendix 3 Appendix 3 Appendix 3 ----    List of intList of intList of intList of interviewees keyerviewees keyerviewees keyerviewees key----informant interviewsinformant interviewsinformant interviewsinformant interviews    
 

 

Case study 1: Former Project Officer 

 

Case study 2:  

- General information: Project Coordinator swTws project, Acting Manager swUws, 

Social Scientist Urban Water DWD 

- Rubaare: Chairperson, Secretary and Treasurer of the water board, Scheme 

Operator 

- Ryakarimira: Chairman and Secretary of water board 

- Hamurwa-Karukara: Chairman, Secretary and Treasurer of water board, Scheme 

Operator 

 

Case study 3: Chairman, secretary, Members of water committee, Technician, LC3 

Chairman, community members, Country Representative Scan-Water 

 

Case study 4: District Water Engineer 
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Appendix 4 Appendix 4 Appendix 4 Appendix 4 ––––    Guidelines keyGuidelines keyGuidelines keyGuidelines key----informant interviewsinformant interviewsinformant interviewsinformant interviews    

    
1. General project information 

1.1. Name of project 

1.2. Location 

1.3. Date of implementation 

1.4. Who is the implementing agency/agencies 

1.5. How was the project funded? 

1.6. Who is responsible for operation and maintenance of the water system (preventive, corrective and major 

repairs)? 

1.7. What is the role of local government/government institutions in operation and maintenance of the water 

system (all levels)? 

1.8. How is water quality and consumer satisfaction ensured? 

1.9. How is the project followed up? 

 

2. Information about the community 

2.1. Name of the community 

2.2. Population served 

2.3. Description of socio-economic conditions, main occupations, special features 

2.4. What other water sources are used? 

 

3. Technical information 

3.1. Type of water source 

3.2. Type of water abstraction/lifting device 

3.3. Type of water treatment (if any) 

3.4. Type of water storage and capacity 

3.5. Type of water distribution system 

3.6. Number and type of standposts 

3.7. Who “owns” the water system? 

 

4. Water committee information 

4.1. Number of members and sex 

4.2. How was the committee established? 

4.3. What kind of training has the water committee received? 

4.4. Where can the water committee get support in case of problems? 

4.5. What are the main roles and responsibilities of the water committee? 

4.6. What is the relationship between the water committee and other stakeholders (including types of 

contracts)? 

4.7. How are costs recovered and how much is charged? 

4.8. What is the monthly revenue of the water project and what are the expenses? 

4.9. What management problems have been encountered and which solutions were found? 

4.10. What are the main challenges for the water committee? 

 

5. Private operator information 

5.1. Number of employees and their functions 

5.2. Role and responsibility of private operator 

5.3. Training/qualifications of employees 

5.4. What problems relating to operation and maintenance have been encountered and what solutions were 

found? 

5.5. What are the main challenges for the private operator 

 

6. Water user information 

6.1. Satisfaction with water quantity 

6.2. Satisfaction with water quality 

6.3. Satisfaction with convenience 

 

7. General remarks and observations 

 

    


