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Sustainable Water and Sanitation Services at Scale: changing the

‘Business as Usual Approach’

The day the ribbon is cut is just the start, not the end

Many development organizations active in the water, sanitation and hygiene sector (WASH) use

powerful images to promote their work, often involving smiling children and politicians or community

leaders cutting a ribbon to inaugurate a new hand-pump, latrine or tap-stand. These photos are

compelling. They tell a story of new services and new hope– they make donors feel good, they are great

fund-raising tools and they serve the political interests of local and national leaders.

But what happens a year after the ribbon is cut? Or ten or fifteen years later? The story behind the

photographs is not so positive. While in some countries, the Millennium Development Goal targets are

within reach, in many other countries the situation is far from being resolved. A crisis is becoming

evident in the world of water and sanitation; a crisis which has the potential to be a catastrophe.

Between 1990 and 2006, the absolute number of un-served people across 19 sub-Saharan African

countries has gone up by 37 million to 228 million (Rural Water Supply Network, RWSN, 2009). In part

this is due to population growth, but many of those who supposedly count as having been ‘served’

actually have systems that are now not working properly or have failed completely.

According to the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), in Africa nearly 50,000

rural water points are broken and $215-360 million of investment wasted because of poor programming

and careless implementation. Figures collated by the RWSN indicate that in the last 20 years, 600,000 –

800,000 handpumps have been installed in Sub-Saharan Africa, of which some 30% are known to fail

prematurely, representing a total failed investment of $1.2 and $1.5 billion. A more recent study by

WaterAid from Tanzania shows nearly half (46%) of public improved water points in rural areas are not

functioning and that after only two years following installation 25% of systems are already non-

functional (Taylor, 2009).

After three decades of concerted effort, hundreds of millions of the poorest people in the world still live

with unreliable and unsafe water. Neither the technology nor the absolute financial resources are

beyond us. The big question is: why do we keep wasting money by following the same approaches and

principles?

The ‘business as usual’ approach

For many decades various types of organizations – charities, donor governments, multi-laterals financing

banks, civic groups – have been working on WASH interventions without a common understanding or

definition of the services they are seeking to provide, what it should consist of, or who is accountable for

its long-term provision. Governments of developing countries, local organizations and communities

themselves also have vital roles; some just finance, whereas others implement projects or programs

directly. There appear to be a number of fundamental barriers to reaching the ultimate goal of reliable

and sustainable WASH at scale:

 Approaches that design and plan for ‘projects’ or groups of projects under programs, rather

than supporting the broader context in which these interventions must be sustained over time;
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 A focus at the community level, which is inherently ‘un-scalable’ in terms of long-term support

and governance functions;

 A focus of investment on the initial construction of new WASH infrastructure, rather than taking

into account their full life-cycle costs, including post construction support, rehabilitation and

asset replacement costs;

 Using the number of systems built or beneficiaries ‘served’ at project or program completion as

the main measure of ‘success’;

 Uncertain, unreliable, poorly targeted and at times conflicting subsidy schemes;

 A persistent lack of coordination – often driven by competing donor and development

organization agendas – leading to fragmented policies and implementing practices and a failure

to align with national or local government policies and operational procedures.

Changing the way we do business

Most of us worry about this problem and address it with approaches we hope will fix it. Hope is not a

strategy and worrying about it is not a solution. If, as donors and development organizations, we speak

more frankly about our shortcomings and failures and about what needs to change, we can start to fix

the dysfunctional philanthropic market and unsustainable programming. By focusing on smarter

investments and accountability for sustainable outcomes, we can work towards delivering long-lasting

services for water and sanitation.

Support ongoing services, not a project

If we are to break the pattern of failed and failing water supply infrastructure we must move from one-

off ‘projects’ to a full service delivery approach (see Figure 1). Rather than isolated ‘gifts’ of water

sources or systems that fall apart

soon after project completion,

providing an ongoing services

implies taking a systemic approach

to building the carrying capacity of

a national sector. This requires

actions at all levels, not just in the

community. It means improving

policies and legislation, establishing

financial disbursement mechanisms

and regulation and investing in

post-construction support and

training. These are not overtly

politically expedient actions (unlike

the ribbon-cutting ceremony), but

vital if the physical systems are to

be sustained. This, in the long-term, is the only real option if we want to see a mature, strong and

adaptive water sector emerge.

Accounting for the real costs of a chosen service

If we are to overcome the business as usual approach, we have to be more honest about the real costs

of providing a service. We must consider the full life-cycle costs of delivering such a service, not only the

one-off investment costs of capital projects. The standard rallying cry of most donors and charities is:

Figure 1: Water service delivery from the user perspective: repeated
disappointment or a service delivery approach?
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“we don’t do operations and maintenance or rehabilitation – this would not be sustainable and is the

responsibility of government and users”. However, for most low-income countries, the reality is that

few, if any, are able to cover the full range of costs of supplying a service. Even in cases where there is

very strong consumer participation, the fees only cover minor operation and maintenance with a patchy

record of (government) paying for some of the other direct and indirect support costs and larger

replacement and rehabilitation costs. Before we can have an informed debate about who can and

should pay for WASH services we need to fully understand and accept the global set of costs. The Life-

Cycle Costs Approach seeks to raise awareness of the importance of life-cycle costs in achieving

adequate, equitable and sustainable WASH services. The costs most often ignored and critical for

sustainability are highlighted in green (see figure 2).

Figure 2: Life-cycle costs categories

In order to appreciate this concept, we should look into our own backyards. In the USA both Federal and

state governments continue to underwrite the real costs of community water services through annual

appropriations to capitalize infrastructure loan and grant programs. Since 1972 some $90 billion of

‘subsidies’ has gone into supporting WASH infrastructure. For very small and small water supply systems

in the USA (serving between 25 – 500 and 501 – 3,300 people respectively), only about half of the costs

of maintaining, improving and replacing physical infrastructure comes directly from user tariffs. A large

proportion of the financing to meet these costs still relies on federal or state subsidies (41% and 31%

respectively), while the financing raised through private sector borrowing is 10% or less (Gasteyer,

2010). Equally, in many countries in Europe it took from two to four generations before users were able

to pay almost what it costs to supply them with drinking water. Today’s European consumers still don’t

fully meet these costs, even in England and Wales, where privatization came along with the cancellation

of accumulated debts in the 1980s. In rural areas, people still don’t pay for the full costs of the service,

and will probably never will1. If this is the story of financing WASH in the world’s richest countries, what

can we realistically expect in the worlds poorest?

Re-thinking hydro-philanthropy

Philanthropists can make a dramatic non-financial contribution to people without safe water and

hygienic sanitation by simply asking -- before they invest in an initiative -- harder questions about how

sustainability will be programmed for and measured. This demands long-term results and requires that

development organizations be held accountable over time as a condition. This means that the numbers

1 Dr. Christelle Pezon, Programme Office – Economist, IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, The Netherlands; January 2010
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of people with ongoing services over time will matter more than numbers of beneficiaries of new

services. As a result development organizations might spend less time pushing for more money, and

spend their time instead on monitoring over time, learning from what works, and most importantly,

recognize when things are not working and change their approaches.

Being better coordinated and aligned with (local) government

Taking a service delivery approach means that external actors, the funders and the ‘doers’, need to be

better coordinated, both among themselves and with national government priorities and policies. By

consistently working around instead of through government frameworks we run the risk of duplication

and undermining national accountability to ensure the provision of basic services to citizens. A report

issued by the EU Water Initiative, Africa Working Group, shows that despite international calls for

greater alignment, more than two-thirds (71%) of all European financing is channeled through projects

and programs, with about a fifth of all aid classified as ‘not coordinated’ with national government

programs (Fonseca and Diaz, 2008). While there are concerns with inefficiencies and corruption, only by

working with sector systems to strengthen them will we move away from an endless cycle of aid

dependency and improve capacity as the rightful long-term solution.

Moving forward

Taking a more holistic approach to delivering a service sits at the heart of changing the business as usual

model. We must also re-assess the nature of our own partnership models, both from upstream (donors),

and downstream (development organizations), in how we engage with communities, local government

and national authorities. We can accelerate this process of positive change by agreeing to changes in our

own behaviors:

To the funders of rural water interventions

 Design investments that will support facilitation of ongoing WASH services, not just projects or

programs; large-scale capital investment is required, but is not enough to make access to reliable

and safe WASH services a reality.

 Consider the full life-cycle costs of WASH services - combine support for developing sector capacity

with capital investment for infrastructure; such support must be comprehensive and address

improvements in the whole system from policy and financing mechanisms, to local support and

monitoring systems and innovative field level practice and learning.

 Stop expecting transformative change in three to five years; rather commit to long-term and reliable

funding assistance. Building capacity and skills takes time and stable planning requires reliable

funding streams over 15- to 20-year time horizons.

 Develop service delivery indicators to replace coverage indicators; incorporate them in all reporting

requirements. Change the definition and measures of success from just the number of people who

gain access as a result of an investment program, to include serious questions about long-term

impact and sustainability.

 Update expenditure tracking systems to improve the availability of unit cost data (per component,

service level, and not just per capita), with a system of reporting to better utilize the expenditure,

output and beneficiary data collected.

 Require that development organizations show how your investment will be used as leverage for

counterpart funds from communities, local private sector, local governments, and central ministries.
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To implementing partners, NGOs and charities

 Ensure financing mechanisms are in place to mitigate the risk of being short in funds to cover small

and/or short term but crucial costs (operations and maintenance). Be certain that flexible financing

mechanisms are available to cope with the risk of shortage of critical funding to keep services

running. Look beyond the community, to broader service delivery frameworks, with post-

construction support, monitoring and (re)-financing mechanisms.

 Where community management is the appropriate solution, to ensure that support mechanisms are

in place and adequately supported.

 Coordinate and align implementation with government planning at national and decentralized levels

(regions, districts and municipalities).

 Provide choice but respect country norms, standards and guidelines for both technical aspects (type

of pump or design of piped systems) and ‘soft aspects’ such as tariff levels and capital contributions.

 Instead of measuring success by the number of beneficiaries served, commit to long-term

monitoring of the service provided over time.

 Update tracking systems to improve the availability of unit cost data, with a system of reporting to

better utilize the expenditure, output and beneficiary data collected.

 Be innovative and accept change, learn from the results of monitoring work over time and change

programming where needed.

 Ensure that planning and budgeting are cost sensitive at all levels, especially in poor rural and peri-

urban areas. Many urban utilities and service providers make investment decisions based on

costs/revenues. With more explicit costs, decisions can be made about the level of services to be

provided.

 Stop providing 100% subsidies for capital investment and insist that clear and appropriate tariffs

(fees for services) have been developed and that communities are able to pay these.

 Encourage local private sector involvement to help to improve and professionalize services, but

recognize that these operators might not be self-sustaining financially and they too will need

subsidies and incentives, as well as some form or oversight or regulation.

______________________

Authors

This concept note was developed by Harold Lockwood (Aguaconsult), Susan Davis (Water for People) and Merri Wienger

(USAID) as preparation for the event on ‘Sustainable Water and Sanitation Services at Scale: Changing the Business as Usual

Approach’ held in Washington D.C. on October 12
th

2010. It incorporates important concepts and approaches developed by the

IRC, International Water and Sanitation Centre of the Netherlands developed as part of the Sustainable Services at Scale (Triple-

S) and WASHCost projects.

References

I. BRESLIN, N. (2009) ‘Re-thinking Hydro-Philanthropy’, Water for People. Available at:
http://www.waterforpeople.org/site/DocServer/Breslin-Rethinking-hydrophilanthropy-012910-web.pdf?docID=1521

II. DIAZ, C. and FONSECA, C. (2008) ‘Working Together to Improve Aid Effectiveness in the Water Sector’, European
Union Water Initiative, Africa Working Group, December, 2008

III. Gasteyer, S. (2010) ‘Sustainable Services at Scale; USA case study’, IRC (publication pending)

IV. International Institute for Environment and Development (2009) ‘Where every drop counts: tackling rural Africa’s
water crisis’ IIED Briefing, March 2009 (www.iied.org/pubs/display.php?o=17055IIED)

V. RWSN, ‘Sustainable Rural Water Supplies Flagship’, Work Plan 2009 – 2011 (unpublished)

VI. RURAL WATER SUPPLY NETWORK, ‘Myths of the Rural Water Supply Sector’, Perspectives No. 4, RWSN Executive
Steering Committee, July 2009 (http://www.rwsn.ch)

VII. Sustainable Services at Scale (Triple-S), Briefing Note, November 2009. Available at: (http://www.
http://www.irc.nl/page/51032 )

VIII. TAYLOR, B. (2009) ‘Addressing the Sustainability Crisis: lessons from research on managing rural water projects’,
Wateraid Tanzania


