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1.1 A brief history of rural water supply and decentralisation: background note one:  What is a water service level?

1.2	From systems to services
The challenge of providing water services that last
An underlying assumption, or hypothesis, of this course is that the prioritisation of building new infrastructure instead of focusing on delivering a water service is one important reason for observed levels of hardware failure and poor service delivery.  The reason for this de-facto focus on new hardware is, probably, because of an implicit assumption that infrastructure is the most important element of service delivery.  However, this course assumes that while certainly one of the most costly elements, providing new infrastructure is nothing more than a (crucial) first step to providing a service that lasts.  And that the most important challenges to sustainable service delivery are found in those elements that surround construction: operation, management, repair, replacement, and strategic planning.  
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Figure 1 Stages in the service delivery cycle
Source: adapted from Lockwood and Smits; 2011  
This is not a new insight. Indeed many in the rural water sector would challenge the implication that they are not focused on service delivery.  However, if we follow the money in rural water, it is clear that the bulk of expenditure is indeed on building new infrastructure, and that non-construction related activities are often chronically under-budgeted and financed.  Looked at in another way, the monitoring of rural water services in many (although not all) countries is, in practice, reduced to counting the number of pumps, pipes or taps that have been constructed – and not the service provided.

The difference between an approach focused on service delivery and de-facto rural water supply practice is shown in Figure 2 – in a highly conceptualised form.  On the left hand side, under business as usual, new systems are provided by projects (blue bars) and function for some time to provide a level of service (red line) which over time deteriorates and eventually completely stops.  At which time users revert to having no service until a new investment starts the cycle again.  Under the idealised conditions of rural water service delivery (right hand side), the initial investment is supplemented by adequate expenditure on operations supplemented by occasional injections of new capital investment to upgrade or replace older facilities over time: the service delivered to users is either steady or improving over time.
[image: ][image: ]
Figure 2 De-facto and ideal approaches to rural water service provision
On the one hand, adopting a service delivery approach can be seen as being rather conceptual: a paradigm for approaching rural water supply, and one that many actors in the sector might claim to be adopting already.  However, adopting a service delivery approach in practice brings with it a very concrete set of requirements, and implementing these may call for radical reform of institutions and behaviours.  The broad outlines of some of these changes are introduced in the remainder of this note, and are built up in greater detail in subsequent modules of the course. 
A framework for adopting a service delivery approach
The course is underlain by a conceptual framework that spells out our understanding of what is needed, in an ideal world, to achieve water services that last.  This framework is based on years of experience, and discussion and analysis by many people – with some of it documented in the book “Supporting rural water supply: moving towards a service delivery approach”, which accompanies this course.
The book sets out two main tools for thinking about rural water services. One is a conceptual ‘principles framework’ that helps to define an idealised vision of a rural water sector: how things should be.  The second a set of empirically derived ‘building blocks’, whose implementation is typically associated with moves to a more service oriented rural water sector: what is needed to get there.  Both principal framework and building blocks are constantly updated based on new experiences, and the latest versions of both are included in the support materials for this module.
The principal framework for rural water service delivery identifies three main ‘pillars’ for rural water services:
· Adoption of a service delivery approach
· Creation of capacity for learning and adaptive management
· Ensuring harmonisation and alignment within national water sectors
Under these three pillars, eight principles describe the essential conditions for sustainable service delivery.  Taken together, these principles provide a vision of an ideal water sector - capable of providing universal access to sustained water services.  
Rural water services involve a number of different actors operating at different institutional levels.  For water services to be provided effectively these actors need to be clear as to their own roles as well as their interactions with other actors.  The full version of the principle framework provides a vision of how the different actors at different institutional levels need to work together to provide services that last. 
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Figure 3- Structure of the Principles’ Framework of Triple-S
The building blocks for improved rural water service delivery are:
· Professionalisation of community management
· Recognition and promotion of alternative service provider options
· Monitoring service delivery and sustainability
· Harmonisation and coordination
· Support to service providers
· Capacity support to service authorities
· Learning and adaptive management
· Asset management
· Regulation of rural services and service providers
· Financing to cover all life-cycle costs
Most of the building blocks and pillars of rural water service delivery are addressed by modules in the remainder of this course.  However, three crucial areas are addressed here as they provide key language and concepts required for engaging with the course.  As we have already said, the adoption of a service delivery approach can often seem rather conceptual – just words. However, it has important practical implications that, when fully implemented, can require radical change.  Much of this course is about exploring what these changes will be in practice and in country context.  Three of the most important areas of change required are:
· The agreement and monitoring of service levels – what is being provided?
· The identification and definition of service delivery models – how is it being provided?
· The adoption of life-cycle costing and financing – what does it cost and who pays?
Agreement and monitoring of service level – use of service levels
If we are to talk about providing rural water services, we must first be able to clearly and concisely define the service: for something to be managed, it must be measurable.  If providing water services is the goal, then the quality and level of those services must be defined, and service providers must be held accountable for their provision.  For this to happen, the level of service being provided must be both clearly defined and regularly monitored. It is not enough to simply count the number of boreholes and compare this to the nominal population of an area to calculate ‘coverage’.  Rather, the quantity, quality, reliability and accessibility of water services that are being provided needs to be actively monitored, as does the performance of those providing it.
In setting service levels which provide the measures by which service providers can be held to account, it can be useful to think of different levels as part of a ladder – as shown in Figure 4 – with different unique combinations of service delivery indicators each representing a qualitatively different level of service.
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Figure 4 A water service delivery ladder
Identification and definition of service delivery models
Having defined the level(s) of service to be provided, it is also essential to define the means by which the service is to be provided: by which actors, playing what roles, and with what authority and obligations.  Clearly defining accepted service delivery models is essential to the professionalisation of rural water supply and the adoption of a service delivery approach.  
The term service delivery model refers to the legal and institutional frameworks for delivering water services, including commonly understood and accepted roles for the organisations and individuals involved. The description of a service delivery model should include all of the following:
· The service to be provided (level of quality, reliability, access, etc.);
· The infrastructure to be used to deliver the service (i.e., type of system, point source etc.);
· The management system needed to operate and maintain the infrastructure; and
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The revenue mechanism that will make the service financially sustainable. 
 (
Service authorities and 
service 
providers are the main actors in rural and peri-urban water, sanitation
,
 and hygiene
 (WASH)
 service delivery. 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. The 
service provider
 is the organisation or individual responsible for the day-to-day provision of water and 
carrying out
 such tasks as the operation, maintenance
,
 and administration of the water system
. Under community based management the service provider is often the community itself.
)
The management system refers particularly to the institutional arrangements by which the service provider is made answerable to users and supported by the service authority.
Service delivery models are guided by a country’s policy and legal frameworks. These frameworks should define the norms and standards for sanitation and water supply; the roles, rights and responsibilities of the providers and users; and financing mechanisms at national level. Service delivery models for water and sanitation differ by level of service provided, as well as type of infrastructure and management system. Four broad types of service delivery models are commonly used in rural water services:
· Community-based management
· Public sector operators, including public utilities
· Private sector operators, including private utilities  
· Self-supply 
The different models may be used simultaneously within a country or even within a single decentralised administrative unit. 
Mapping existing service delivery models can be a useful exercise in identifying gaps and weaknesses in service delivery in a country.  Figures 5 and 6 show, as examples, a mapping of all the water service delivery models currently used in Ghana, and more detail on the direct management by water and sanitation develop board model. 
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Figure 5 A mapping of different rural water service delivery models currently used in Ghana

[image: ]Figure 6 Identification of roles in Ghana’s Water and Sanitation Development Board service delivery model

The choice of service delivery model often depends on the context – the area’s water resources, geology, demography, and users’ preferences. Utility service delivery models, for example, are common in densely populated urban areas where consumers can easily be connected to a central piped system. Community-based management service delivery models are often applied in rural areas and small towns, though each may have different technology or service levels. 
Adoption of life-cycle costing and financing
Perhaps the most radical implication of adopting a service-focused approach to water is the need to identify different cost elements across the entire service life-cycle of the elements that provide a water service, and to clearly identify different financing streams to meet them.
[image: WASHCost_folder_febr11_07figures crop.jpg]
[bookmark: eztoc2238_0_1]Figure 7 WASHCost:  life-cycle costs of water services 
The diagram above shows the main types of expenditure needed to ensure that a water service is sustainable over time.  Under many commonly adopted models for rural service delivery, especially community-based management, it is typically assumed that capital expenditure is largely met from external sources, whilst operational expenditure comes from the community.  However, this overlooks other critical cost elements. The most important of these for service authorities are expenditure on capital maintenance and direct support. 
Possible sources of financing for services are often referred to as the ‘three Ts’: tariffs; transfers, or taxes.  Whilst tariff setting is often part of rural water supply, tariffs are frequently insufficient to cover anything other than the most basic costs related to day-to-day operation and maintenance.  
Emerging experience suggests that identifying sources of and mechanisms for financing capital maintenance and direct support may be some of the most critical challenges for adopting a service delivery approach.
Summary
Adopting an approach to rural water supply based on service delivery implies the need to move beyond thinking exclusively or primarily about the challenges of providing new infrastructure, and towards an approach that encompass all aspects of delivering and maintain a water service over the life cycle of its component parts.

It requires clarity as to the quality or level of service to be provided, the models under which services are to be delivered, and the balancing of costs and finances over the entire service life cycle.
The approach to service delivery provided by this course is based upon a principles framework that helps to identify and define the elements necessary to ensure service delivery; and a set of practical building blocks that can help to achieve the vision.
Further reading
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