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2.7	Direct support to service providers
What is direct support all about? 
All too often, once a project is completed and the implementing agency has pulled out, communities are left alone to carry out operation and maintenance (O&M) of their water facility. 
The assumption that systems can simply be handed over to communities and will continue to function indefinitely is a myth that has finally been recognised, especially where this relies on voluntary committees. Although there are always exceptions, many service providers cannot manage on their own and the long-term sustainability of water services benefit from structured systems of direct support that are properly funded to back up and monitor these providers. 
In a wider sense, post-construction comprises of two aspects that both play a role in improving capacity to monitor and regulate services: 
· Direct support: is provided after the construction or rehabilitation of systems (hence direct support being commonly referred to as post-construction support) directly to service providers; and
· Capacity support: for local government staff and institutions dealing with rural water is most often provided by central ministries or their deconcentrated offices at sub-national level. 
	
	Direct support to communities and other service providers
	Capacity support arrangements to service authorities

	Who provides the support?
	· Local government staff from district or municipal authorities
· Associations or local government
· NGOs and charities
· Associations or confederation of water committees or Water User Associations
· Central government agencies or parastatalentities
	· Normally central ministries or agencies responsible for water, and provided through deconcentrated offices
· Parastatal institutions
· Private sector companies under contract
· Large NGOs and charities
· Training and academic         institutions

	Type of support offered
	· Technical back-stopping and advice
· Administrative and financial
· Auditing accounts
· Organisational and conflict resolutions
· Creating linkages with other state and private sector suppliers
· Water quality monitoring
· Hygiene promotion
· Training and refresher courses
· Information collection and collation
	· Specialised back-stopping and assistance
· Capacity building and training
· Quality control and adherence to national norms, standards and guidelines
· Planning and management including financial planning
· Information collection and collation for national database


Figure 1 Summary of direct support and capacity support
Source: Adapted from Lockwood 2012

In this module of the training course, we focus on direct support to service providers, which in many cases is provided by local government (service authorities), although there are many examples of other institutional models, including delegation to the private sector or associations of service providers. 
Why is direct support important? 
There is widespread recognition of the importance of long-term support for the sustainability of water services and significant experience with the development of models and mechanisms for providing such support, often seen as part of professionalisation of community-based management. Yet, in spite of this recognition, relatively few countries have moved forward in implementing (and financing) large scale systems for post-construction support in a structured and sustainable manner. 
Generic characteristics of direct support
The provision of direct support refers to the structured and systematic support activities directed to service providers as well as users or user groups, which cover: 
· Monitoring functions of water quality and accounts, as well as general inspection of physical systems; 
· Technical advice on operation and maintenance, which may be based on results of monitoring visits. This includes specialist advice and the provision of specialist tools or equipment, which may be beyond the capacity of the community or small private operator (i.e., a tripod and winch system to remove foot valves or pumping equipment) to clean storage tanks;
· Administrative support, which may include tariff setting or auditing of accounts and review of record keeping procedures;
· Organisational support to service providers on various aspects of (re)-formation of water committees, legal establishment, and registration of legal status with the relevant local or national authorities;
· Conflict resolution between different groups in the community; for instance between users and the water committee over unpaid tariff or disconnection issues;
· Support in capital maintenance, which entails helping the community identify capital maintenance needs and potential sources of materials or funding for such works, for example in the repair or replacement of a pump or transmission line;
· Training and refresher courses, which are provided to water committees and their staff (plumber, operator, and administrator) to keep on top of technical issues and to train new, incoming members; and
· Provision of information and links with external agencies, which often happens informally alongside training and refresher courses and may include the provision of manuals, guidelines, and other information materials. Linking communities with other state agencies or private suppliers is very important particularly for remote rural communities which may not be aware of what help and assistance is potentially available.

Resource mobilisation for new funding is not considered as direct support. However, agencies providing such support may point communities to possible sources of funds for repairs or materials or help in accessing materials and spare parts directly.
Institutional arrangements for providing direct support
Demand and supply-driven models
The way in which support to service providers that manage water supply systems at the community level can be provided can be split into two categories. Firstly, we find cases where such support is based on supply-driven approaches, where regular visits are made to communities with training, technical assistance, trouble shooting, and repairs. This is often the case where direct support is formally recognised and one or more organisations have the institutional mandate – and funds – to carry out such work. 
Secondly, there are cases where support is less regularised and instead based on demand – so demand-driven support – in which service providers proactively seek out the supply of spare parts and technical services, especially when something goes wrong. In this case, the responsibility for seeking out and paying for support is often on the shoulders of the communities themselves. It is important to also point out that these two scenarios are not mutually exclusive – so in some cases where there is a major technical failure or organisational problem, communities may proactively seek out the organisation that provides such support. 
Arrangements for direct support
The institutional arrangement for support depends on the service delivery model in question and the relationship between the service authority and the service provider. Broadly speaking there are two scenarios whereby support may be provided:
· “Internally” meaning the service authority (normally local government) provides support directly through its staff and using its own budget through an existing department or a district/municipal utility; or

· “Externally” meaning that the service authority (normally local government) delegates these functions to an independent provider, which may be a private utility, a mixed company or even a non-governmental organisation (NGO) or community-based organisation (CBO).
As ever, the picture is often more blurred than this and there are instances where the direct support functions are spread across these two ‘extremes’ (internal vs. external), with some tasks being retained by the service authority and some delegated. The picture may be confused further in some countries where (some) direct support tasks can be retained by central government agencies (as is partly the case in Colombia, for example).
 
	Institutional arrangement for support agent
	Definition 
	Examples

	

Internal arrange-ment
	

Direct support by local government 
	Applies where local government is formally mandated to support external service providers, and fulfils the support agent function internally. This is then usually done through local government technicians, such as handpump mechanics or promoters.
	· Amongst others: Burkina Faso, Ghana, Mozambique, and Uganda 

	

External arrange-ment
	

Central government or parastatal agencies
	

National government provides direct support from national level, or via deconcentrated offices; or sub-contracts a specialised agency to do so.
	· In Honduras, the national utility, SANAA, runs a programme of support whereby circuit riders, called Operation and Maintenance Technicians (TOMs), make monthly visits to rural communities to address operation and maintenance problems, and train CBOs and their operators in areas such as water quality and disinfection, water source protection, and accounting and budgeting. This model also exists in El Salvador and Guatemala. 
· The entrepreneurial culture programme in Colombia is an example where a central government ministry provides direct support to service providers. 
· In Chile, regional private utilities are contracted by the central ministry to provide direct support to rural service providers. 

	
	


Association of community-based service providers
	


Community-based service providers establish an association and then provide support to each other or hire a technician to support members of the association. 

	· The Sistema Integrado de Saneamento Rural (SISAR) in North-eastern Brazil is a combination of an association of community-based service providers with support from a State level utility.
· In Honduras, community-based service providers organise themselves in an association at municipal level, called AJAM (Asociación de Juntas de Agua Municipal). The AJAM monitors the performance of members, coordinate between committees and municipality and help to purchase materials (e.g., chlorine) in bulk. 
· The National Rural Water Association in the USA. 

	
	

Local government subcontracting a specialised agency or individuals
	

Local governments contract an urban utility, a private company or an NGO to provide support. They may also contract individual entrepreneurs, such as handpump mechanics, who provide a mix of direct support and operation and maintenance activities.
	· Various examples of municipalities contracting urban utilities to provide support to rural service providers in Colombia and Senegal.
· In South Africa, municipalities can contract a Support Services Agency (SSA), which can be a private company or an NGO.
· Suivi Technique et Financiere (STEFI) provides advice and assistance to service providers in Mali. 
· In Uganda, individual entrepreneurs particularly handpump mechanics or area-based mechanics provide support.

	
	Non-governmental organisations
	In many cases support provided by non-governmental organisations is ad hoc. Still there are few examples where NGOs have specific direct support programmes.
	· The Asociacion Salvadoreña de Servicios de Agua (ASSA) offers direct support to 170 communities in rural El Salvador. 



Figure 2 Examples of institutional arrangements for direct support
Source: Working paper 5. Arrangements and cost of providing support to rural water service providers, IRC, November 2011. 
Benefits and impact
Even though there is little quantitative evidence on the impact of direct support, the absence of such support is often identified as a factor negatively affecting service delivery. Direct support can therefore be expected to improve the quality and sustainability of rural water services in a number of ways: 
· Ensuring the maintenance of service levels by identifying and addressing small problems and avoiding  them turning into major challenges; 
· Improving the performance of service providers by supporting their professionalisation (formally establishing itself as a legal entity for example);
· Improving capital maintenance (or asset management). Support allows service providers to identify, plan, and carry out the needs for capital maintenance. 
For example, the SANAA programme has been able to elevate the percentage of water systems in Honduras classified as “A” (i.e., functioning well; delivering potable, treated water every day, with a water committee that meets regularly;  and performs operation and maintenance tasks) from 7% in 1986 to 41% in 2007. More recent research from Colombia and Ghana both suggest positive outcomes where direct support is provided, from higher levels of revenue to improved rates of periodic maintenance. 
Other studies, however, suggest that there is little positive impact from direct support and that communities will always find some way of sourcing external support, either through formal or informal means, including (political) patronage networks.
The costs and financing of direct support 
[bookmark: eztoc2238_0_1]Adequate levels of direct support are not cheap and require reliable financing to cover the associated costs such as salaries, transport and specialist tools and supplies. Recent research from a range of countries indicates that successful cases of organising direct support are found in (lower) middle income countries in Latin America and Southern Africa. In these cases, expenditure of more than US$ 3/ person/ year seemed to be effective. Other countries, particularly in Africa were found to have levels of expenditure of less than US$ 1/ person/ year, and this was considered too low to be effective. 
In some cases, consumers may contribute to expenditure on direct support, for example through membership fees or the payment of a nominal fee when visited by a technician, but given the relatively high costs of such support, it is likely that these will be met by a combination of taxes and transfers, or as is most common not be met (adequately) at all. International donors have historically focused aid on the initial capital investment and one-off training activities, with the logic that long-term costs of supporting services should fall on the shoulders of communities and national government. The result is that adequate funding for direct support is rarely in place in more aid-dependent rural water sectors.
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