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 An introduction to the concepts of service delivery:
Module one

The role of the service authority 

November 2012

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

1.1
A brief history of rural water supply and decentralisation: background note
Despite massive investment in rural water supply over the past three decades or so, many countries face problems with persistent problems of sustainability and high levels of non-functionality. Over this same period many governments around the world have initiated reform of the water sector, often closely linked with the wider process of decentralisation. These reforms have been driven by a number of factors, including the (perceived) failures of public service provision, lack of efficiency of centralised agencies and the high levels of political interference in the day-to-day operation of water and sanitation. As part of this course underlining the importance of the service authority level functions and actors, we consider that it is important to understand how rural water sectors have developed over time, as well as the broader processes of decentralisation. The historical influences, politics and ways in which resources have been deployed to shape rural water sectors over time can highlight to us where there may be gaps and weaknesses in the whole system today; this is sometimes referred to as the ‘political economy’. 
A brief history of rural water supply and understanding the root causes of poor sustainability

The roots of rural water supply as we know it can be traced to the 1980s and the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade, a UN coordinated effort to provide minimum services to all.  The success of the decade was a massive expansion in coverage.  The failure was that the hard problems of how to make the increase in access to services permanent – in order to address sustainability – were either unknown or, sometimes where they were known, were largely ducked.  Implementation of new services was largely through donor programs.  In the name of efficiency and transparency, governments were often by-passed in favour of communities and grassroots organizations, a trend that was later compounded by structural adjustment and the hollowing out of government.  In the rush to achieve impact, no real alternative was investigated other than to load all responsibility for long term operation and maintenance onto the community – under the philosophy of community management and ‘village level operation and maintenance’ or VLOM. 

During the 1990s, the rural water sector became embroiled in the private-public debate, with government being encouraged to cede much of (what remained of) its role in water provision to the private sector.  Whatever the successes – at best debatable – of large scale privatisation in urban settings, the rural sector remained largely untouched. In the meantime, in rural areas, communities were encouraged to voice their desire for external project assistance to gain access to safe water. The sense of ownership that such involvement was thought to result in would reduce the problems of lack of sustainability that came from previous supply-led interventions. 

This Demand Responsive Approach (DRA) however, despite being proven accurate in that regard, still left the community, and especially the water committee, isolated once the infrastructure was in place and the program implementers had disappeared. So, the community’s newly installed water committee was supposed to operate and maintain the service after the agency which had constructed the system had left. This was often simply not possible; hence the rural landscape of many countries being littered by rusting handpumps and piped schemes.  Essentially, enthusiasm for DRA still placed the focus on the supply of infrastructure, even if this had a much needed element of community demand. The scale of the post construction requirement to sustain services was unknown.

The 1990s also saw the beginning of a donor-driven move towards decentralisation, with the laudable aim of making services more responsive to users by bringing the decision making closer.  An important effect of the general shift to decentralised governance
 and service provision is the critical role it gives to decentralised service delivery agencies.  In essence it makes the decentralised governance unit the critical building block for scalable rural water service delivery, as well as for many other services such as health and education.  The standard position by the end of the decade was one in which rural water supply infrastructure was largely being provided by a range of non-governmental and often non-national actors, largely working under the overlapping principles and assumptions of VLOM/ DRA/ community management.   

The picture from a user’s perspective was a situation in which new infrastructure appeared; worked for a few years; worked fitfully for another few years; and finally failed, to be replaced by a new intervention at some unspecified future date. As a result, between the end of the 1980s and the turn of the millennium rural water supply did little more than match population growth; with no significant inroads into the backlog of those left unserved.  
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Figure 1
Key phases in the evolution of rural water sector policy

Source: adapted from Lockwood and Smits; 2011  
More recently, starting roughly at the turn of the millennium, many of these problems and causes started to be recognised and debated.  In particular, the community management/ VLOM approach began to be seen as over-simplistic, and people recognised that water users need more support to secure effective service delivery.  The almost universal support for decentralised governance and service provision has also triggered a welcome attention to the needs of decentralised actors – including both government and local level service providers.  

A parallel development has been the realisation by development partners that bypassing government does not lead to improvement in governance, resulting in an overdue and largely welcome return to working with government as a key partner and target for reform. This, together with a dawning realisation amongst donors that uncoordinated behaviour was making many of them part of the problem rather than its solution, has led to the more recent rise of mechanisms like Sector Wide Approaches (SWAps), Basket Funding, and Budget Support; all of which seek to channel donor money and expertise into agreed operational frameworks led by government. Although there has been progress on coordinating approaches in many countries at national level, this is normally not mirrored at lower (district) governance levels, where there still is a patchwork of projects implemented by a range of actors.  

This group of broad changes has led to the development of conceptual thinking around rural water supply and a number of initiatives over the last few years in countries as diverse as Ghana (Monitoring Operation and Maintenance model), Nicaragua (Municipal UNOM Promoters) and in Honduras (the Technician in Operation and Maintenance or TOMs). These typically started by looking in more detail at the issue of what needs to be done to support and maintain water services in the ‘post construction’ period, addressing not only technical (operation and maintenance tasks), but also administrative, legal, training and other aspects. 

Since the mid-2000s there has also been a growing recognition and piloting of alternative service provider options, including most notably self-supply, in part a vehicle to reach the ‘last mile’ populations in very remote or difficult to service areas and local private sector operators. There has been growing interest and experience with public-private partnerships in the rural sector, particularly for rural growth centres and small towns, where demand is high and population densities can guarantee higher revenue streams.
Decentralisation and reform in the rural water sector

Shift of power from central to local level 

A definition of decentralisation  
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Decentralisation is a political process which most developing countries began from the late 1980s onwards to improve efficiency of service delivery and increase accountability by bringing decision-making closer to local needs and priorities. In broad terms decentralisation can be defined as the transfer of responsibility for planning, management, resource raising and allocation from the central government and its agencies to lower levels of government.  

Why decentralise? 

Decentralisation is generally considered by governments and development partners as a means to further the objectives of economic development and poverty alleviation. Indeed, it is assumed that closer proximity between citizen and government will result in greater availability of information and the potential for increased participation and ultimately improved levels of accountability. Decentralisation is often viewed as a practical manifestation of the principle of “subsidiarity” where central or higher levels of government only perform those tasks which cannot be carried out effectively at lower or local levels. One of the main downside risks of decentralisation is the loss of ‘economies of scale’ whereby specialist functions (i.e. technical tasks such as hydrological mapping and drilling, or managerial functions such as the letting of complex tenders and contracts) may be beyond the capacity of lower tiers of government.

What are the key features of decentralisation? 

Even though models of decentralisation differ from country to country, the transfer of responsibility from the centre to the periphery occurs through three principal forms: 

· Deconcentration, which is the most limited form of decentralisation, involving the reorganisation of central government and redistribution of responsibilities to sub-national or regional offices, but without the transfer of real authority to lower levels of government;
· Delegation, which involves the transfer of responsibilities for the function of public administration from central government to local government or semi-autonomous organisations that may not be wholly controlled by central government but are nonetheless still accountable.
· Devolution, which is the most extensive form of decentralisation, wherein central government transfers authority for decision-making, management and resource allocation to lower level government institutions, which have legally recognised mandates to perform public functions, raising local taxes and are accountable to local constituents receiving such services. 
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Regardless of the model of decentralisation employed, three main aspects of decentralisation can be identified (see box 2 below). Because of the implications for autonomy in financing and spending power, fiscal decentralisation is viewed as an essential pre-requisite for broader decentralisation efforts, but in practice often lags behind the other two aspects. The result is often then a transfer of mandate, but without the requisite (financial) capacity and resources to do the job, which can result in both practical problems and unrealistic expectations about what local government can and cannot do.
The extent to which decentralisation has happened and the support provided to the transition of authority has resulted in different experiences across countries, but it is possible to identify some common trends. In some cases, the decentralisation process has been relatively well managed and resourced with structured timeframes and incentives in place, as was the case in Uganda, some states in India, and South Africa. In other instances a de facto two-step approach has been taken with first decentralisation of certain functions towards a sub-national level (province or region), followed by a further effort to decentralise to local government. This is the case in Mozambique where decentralisation has been extremely slow to develop, starting through legislation from 1997 onwards but with very limited transfer of capacity, financing and real decision-making to the district level. In other cases, there has been continued confusion over roles and responsibilities, or simply a lack of financing to support any kind of meaningful transfer of authority.
Main obstacles to effective decentralisation

As flagged in the trends above, the hoped for transfer of responsibilities and separation of roles exist largely on paper with the reality being that not much has changed in practice. There are a number of reasons for this, including most notably:

· Resistance to change: decentralisation was meant to bring a new balance of power and share of responsibilities between local governments, central governments and central agencies. This change of roles has often encountered resistance on the part of individuals and government entities at the centre, with an actual – or perceived - loss of control over resources and decision-making power.

· Support to local government: sustained and adequate support is needed to enable the effective transfer of responsibility. In practice, support provided to local government has often been insufficient, resulting in a vicious cycle of low capacity at lower levels and the argument that they are too weak to cope with additional responsibilities. 

· Fiscal decentralisation: financing is critical for decentralisation to become more than a token process. Even in cases where funding flows reach lower levels of government, there are often challenges with the frequency and predictability of financing.     
· Transfer of assets: in some cases, this has been a difficult issue where there is lack of clear legislation and final title is interpreted differently by competing ministries or departments at different levels. 

One of the challenges to concentrating functions at district level has been reaching economies of scale. In practice many local governments remain weak and poorly equipped and unable to provide more specialised technical or managerial functions. There is evidence that some of these highly specialised functions are being re-aggregated to higher administrative levels, such as provinces or regions. 

Decentralisation in rural water supply 

As part of the wider decentralisation process, a growing number of governments have decentralised the responsibility for provision of rural water supply and sanitation services to lower tiers, either at provincial, regional or to local governments. A key part of these reforms has been the separation of roles and functions related to service provision for rural water. Local governments have been tasked with many of the tasks in areas such as planning, financing and monitoring. This is part of the broader process aimed at separating these functions from the direct service provision role of operating and managing water systems directly. The latter functions have been transferred to different types of service providers, above all, in the form of community management organisations. In an increasing number of cases this process has also allowed for the functions of service delivery to be delegated or contracted out to either local private sector companies or NGOs. 

But progress in decentralisation for rural water provision has faced many of the same challenges and difficulties as the broader process outlined above. In reality, this has often resulted in more complex and hybrid models, combining jurisdictional devolution and functional deconcentration. This means that although the formal authority to ensure water service delivery has been transferred to local government, many of the tasks are, in practice, still being carried out by the regional offices of central line ministries. This scenario where national agencies are finding it difficult to transition from direct implementer or contracting authority to one of facilitator and technical advisory functions to local government is widespread. The Community Water and Sanitation Agency in Ghana, the Servicio Autónomo Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantarillados (or National Autonomous Service for Water and Sewerage) in Honduras and Public Health and Engineering Departments in various states in India have all found this transition difficult.
One of the other major factors influencing the decentralisation process for rural water supply has been the role of external aid and actions of development partners. Particularly in more aid-dependent countries, external aid may account for very high levels of investment (over 90%) and in many cases such interventions - under bilateral, multilateral and NGO water programmes - have tended to be uncoordinated resulting in a patchwork of approaches and norms. Although the situation is changing, a good number of such programmes have tended to ignore institutional mandates and boundaries, choosing instead to develop and use their own parallel institutional frameworks, which has tended to undermine local government in its role as decentralised authority. 
Resources 

AfDB Water Partnership Program, 2012.Water Sector Governance in Africa. Volumes 1 & 2 Tunis, Water Partnership Program/African Development Bank
Robinson, M., 2007 in IDS – Institute of Development Studies, 2007. Introduction: Decentralising Service Delivery? Evidence and Policy Implications In: IDS Bulletin Volume 38 Number 1 January 2007; pg 1 - 6.
Lockwood, H. and Smits, S., 2011. Supporting rural water supply: moving towards a service delivery approach. The Hague: IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, Wivenhoe: Aguaconsult and London: Practical Action Publishing. 

Rondinelli, D., 1999.  What is decentralization? In: Litvack, J. and Seddon, S. (eds), Decentralizing briefing notes (WBI Working Paper). WA DC: World Bank Institute.

Rosensweig, F.,(ed)  2001. Case studies on decentralisation of water supply and sanitation services in Latin America. (Environmental Health Project Strategic Paper 1). WA: USAID.
WaterAid and Aguaconsult, 2006. Water, Sanitation and Decentralised Government. London; unpublished
WaterAid, 2008. Think local, act local: effective financing of local governments to provide water and sanitation services. [online] London: WaterAid. Available at: < http://www.wateraid.org/documents/plugin_documents/think_local_act_local_report_1.pdf> [Accessed 29 October 2012].
[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]


[image: image4.png]



Box 1	Rationale for decentralisation








Efficiency: proximity between citizens and government resulting in greater availability of information and improved levels of accountability.





Governance: flexibility to respond to local priorities and conditions.





Equity: empowerment of local people leading to increased equity, poverty reduction and improved service delivery. 








Source: Smoke, 2003.





Box 2: Dimensions of decentralisation 





Administrative decentralisation is concerned with how responsibilities and authorities for policies and decisions are shared between levels of government, and how these are turned into allocative outcomes. In practical terms, it refers to the mandate of lower tiers of government to hire staff working at local level, freedom over spending decisions, and the authority to pass bylaws to regulate the delivery of services at the local level.


Fiscal decentralisation  is concerned not only with the transfer of funds from central to local levels, but also with issues such as the ability to collect taxes at local level, the authority to decide on expenditures and the right to borrow in order to raise investment resources


Political decentralisation  refers to the transfer of decision-making power to local level and how the voice of citizens is integrated into policy decisions, and how civil society can hold authorities and officials accountable at different levels of government.


Source: Adapted from World Bank/ IEG, 2008.


























� Governance is not the same as government or local government. We mean the processes by which decisions are made and implemented. It is therefore the result of interactions, relationships and networks between government, public sector, private sector and civil society. 
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