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2.1	Institutional functions and levels – the role of the service authority 
[bookmark: eztoc6062_0_1]Importance of defining institutional roles and functions
As part of adopting more service delivery oriented approaches as promoted in this course, we consider that the clear definition of roles and functions and the relationship between different institutional levels is one of the basic foundations of a truly sustainable rural water service operating at scale. Conversely, the lack of clearly delineated roles can actively undermine sustainable services at scale. 
This requires policies to be set and/or adjusted at national level, decentralised governments to support service delivery in their area of jurisdiction, and community-based service providers – or others such as local private operators – to actually operate and manage services. Sustainability at scale can only be achieved if such key functions are fulfilled at all levels. 
Although such a clear definition – and adherence to – functions at different levels would appear to be ‘easy’ and a basic requirement, we see that in many circumstances it is not the case. And as service levels improve in rural areas and service providers become progressively more professionalised, the separation of functions and clarity about who is responsible to do what becomes ever more critical.
[bookmark: eztoc6062_0_2]Challenges of clearly defining roles and functions
Historically in the rural water sector, institutional functions and the level at which these functions are carried out have not always been clear. This is due to three main reasons. 
Firstly, many countries have been going through processes of water sector reform and broader decentralisation that have often been slow, sometimes partial, and frequently contentious. While in the urban sector such reforms have often resulted in a relatively clear separation and definition of functions to different bodies such as planning, financing, operations and regulation, in the rural sector, there has often been a continued blurring of responsibilities or poor definition of functions between central organs of the state, local government and community-based service providers. One reason for this is that rural water supply has received less attention in such reform processes. Moreover, community-based service providers have often lacked formal legal status, and hence have been unable to take up formally mandated roles and responsibilities. 
The second reason for the poor definition of functions is that many development partners – including international NGOs, water charities and even programmes funded by bi-lateral donors – have simply ignored institutional mandates and boundaries, choosing instead to develop and use their own parallel institutional frameworks, which may or may not be in line with government policies. 
A final reason is that in a number of cases, previously centralised government agencies have themselves resisted changes in functions and the broader trend towards devolution of powers to local authorities. The result can be that district level WASH staff may still report to a line ministry, but at the same time be part of a team of local government with a different administrative management structure. 
The result of this lack of clarity about who is supposed to do what – or the rules of the game – is that many interventions funded in the rural water sector have been based on a set of assumptions around responsibilities and legal ownership of infrastructure assets that are ill-defined or simply untrue. 
Without a clear understanding of functions, different projects or programmes can fill the vacuum and basically do whatever they want. At times this situation has led to very serious consequences, for example community water committees are granted management responsibilities, when in reality they are not even recognised as legal entities, thereby greatly restricting their ability to effectively support services to rural consumers. Even where functions are clearly understood, lack of capacity, especially at the level of decentralised government acts as a major constraint to sustainable service delivery.
[bookmark: eztoc6062_0_3]Defining some generic functions and institutional levels
There is no one framework or taxonomy which can account for all possible scenarios, but we do recognise some important elements and relationships which can be helpful in better defining functions and the levels at which these are carried out. The definition of these levels is based on the functions related to service delivery. Functions may or may not be linked to one or more specific institutional level, depending on the degree of decentralisation and specific administrative hierarchy of the country. There are of course big differences between countries and regions of the world and often grey areas or hybrid situations exist, but the following descriptors will capture the different institutional levels and functions in most cases. 
Broadly speaking, three distinct groups of functions can be identified with corresponding institutional levels.
Policy, normative and support functions – national level
This refers to the overall enabling environment functions where sector policy, norms and regulatory frameworks are set, service levels defined, and macro-level financial planning and development partner coordination takes place. It can also be the level at which broad sector development support functions are carried out, such as the promotion of learning, piloting and innovation, overall sector guidance and capacity building. This nearly exclusively takes place at national level, although in federal countries, states may also execute some of these support and backstopping functions, which are frequently carried out via deconcentrated offices of central government.
Service authority functions – intermediate level. 
Service authority functions include planning, coordination and oversight in a geographical area of jurisdiction. The responsibility for these functions typically lies at the intermediate level (i.e., in between the national and local level, such as district, commune, governorate or municipality as a generic term to describe this level). In some cases, the ownership of the physical assets of rural water supply systems is held by local government entities, but this varies from country to country. The service authority is the institution that is ultimately and legally responsible for ensuring that WASH services are provided. Under decentralisation, this responsibility typically lies with local government. The service authority is accountable for planning, coordination, regulation and oversight, and sometimes technical assistance but not necessarily the service provision itself.
Arguably, the functions of monitoring and technical support to service providers are also part of the service authority. In reality, these may also be contracted out to other entities (either from the private or public sector) or carried out by national agencies working via deconcentrated regional offices.
Service provider functions – system level. 
The service provider functions refer to the day-to-day management of a water service, including operation, preventative and corrective maintenance, and administration activities (book keeping, tariff collection, customer care, etc). This may also involve asset ownership and investment functions under certain arrangements. 
Typically, the service provider functions are found at the level of a community or grouping of communities, depending on the size and scale of the water supply system(s) in question (i.e., multi-village schemes). Under community-based management, these functions are fulfilled by either a dedicated community-based service provider (which depending on the country may be called a water committee, water board, water users’ association, etc.) or a more general community-based organisation, such as a village development committee or association. In cases where community-based management is more professionalised, the service provider delegates or sub-contracts certain tasks to an individual (plumber or technician) or to a local private operator. Under self-supply, the individual household fulfils the service provider function.
It is also possible for service providers to be responsible for all operation and maintenance tasks under a contracted arrangement with the asset holder (typically but not always the service authority), whereby private operators fulfil these tasks. This is increasingly common in rural growth centres and small towns, but also for area-based contracts which may include smaller point source schemes as well.

Figure 1 Generic functions and institutional levels for rural water service delivery 

Focus on the dimensions and functions of the service authority 
In most cases, the service authority function is carried out by local government and other stakeholders operating at the intermediate level. Both are critical to supporting service delivery. These functions and ways of working are guided by national sector policy, legislation and to some extent, local bylaws. Under the service delivery approach promoted under this course, we believe that the service authority – and the functions it performs – is the single most important component of a sustainable water service. These functions cut across a range of issues from planning and implementation to monitoring and regulation and post-construction support. Some of the most common functions and ways of working are summarised below:
Planning, budgeting, financing and implementation of water services: in common with any service, such as health care or education, water and sanitation services need to be planned as part of integrated development across the entire local government area. The planning must assist stakeholders to make informed decisions about water services, in connection with budget constraints and available sources of funding. Infrastructure development should result from such a process and include from the outset a focus on sustainability of the service such as adequate design, consultation processes, and inclusion of life cycle in the costing. 

One important aspect at the local level is water resource planning. Even though water for domestic consumption represents a relatively small share of abstraction, it is necessary to consider all water use in the local government area of jurisdiction in order to avoid water source sustainability issues. 

Learning and harmonisation: In many countries, particularly where external aid programmes operate widely, one of the key functions of the service authority is to coordinate across different implementation projects and make sure that these are working in a harmonised way to back up local level planning. Uncoordinated and fragmented interventions by NGOs and other water charities can undermine efforts to ensure permanent services. It is important that these interventions are linked to long-term support and oversight functions. Cross learning between different projects and programmes can also be very important to learn from common problems and avoid duplication.   

Accountability, regulation and enforcement: A key aspect of the adoption of a service delivery approach is the establishment of accountability mechanisms between the consumers and the service providers. National level regulatory frameworks – where these exist - provide a set of rules and norms; but the actual monitoring and enforcement processes that ensure service providers meet nationally set guidelines and standards are often delegated to local government or other intermediate bodies. 

Monitoring and information management: This is defined as the collection of data for improvement of planning, implementation and reporting and is seen as the key instrument for making regulation possible. At the intermediate level, this data is collated and should be used to inform and modify local level planning and not simply be ‘passed up the chain’ to national level authorities. The capacity to analyse and use monitoring data is an important aspect of service authority functions. 

· Direct support (commonly referred to as post-construction support): One of the most important functions in the long term, particularly for community-based management models, is the support and guidance provided over the long-term, once initial investments have been made in physical systems. Such support can be provided directly by local government or other types of agencies working at the intermediate level (and indeed working from higher levels, such as regional support teams). Direct support can include technical advice, specialist tools, (re)-training and refresher training, help with auditing of accounts, as well as conflict resolution. 
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