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2.1 Introduction to the key functions of the service authority
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What is it about?
As a result of the trend towards decentralisation, the responsibility for the delivery of water services is increasingly being transferred to local government. We call this the ‘intermediate’ level (i.e., between local communities and national government) and it is referred to in different countries variously as district, local, municipal or commune. These levels also reflect the broader separation of functions; we refer to these different functions and levels as follows:
· National level: ‘enabling environment’ functions such as policy, normative and sector support functions, including the establishment of regulatory frameworks. 
· Intermediate level: service authority functions such as planning, support and oversight, which may include some aspects of monitoring and regulation. 
· System level: service provider functions including the day to day management and operation of water supply systems. Participants will gain a broad understanding of the key phases in the history of rural water supply both in general and for their own country. 
These functions are carried out by institutions that are (or should be) legally mandated and responsible to ensure that service delivery takes place at these different levels. It is important to point out that these divisions are not absolutely clear cut, and in some cases certain functions are retained by national (or regional/ provincial) level government institutions. Most commonly however we find that, for rural water supply, the service authority functions are carried out by local government bodies operating at the intermediate level.
Why is it important?
Rural water services require not just the sound operation and management of physical systems, but a range of support and oversight that can most effectively be provided at this intermediate level. This level is therefore the most important unit of scale to ensure permanent services to users. 
A clear understanding of the mandate and functions of a service authority within a decentralised context is important both for the kind of activities that should be carried out by intermediate level actors and the type of support they may also require from higher levels of the sector, such as national authorities.


Learning objectives
· Participants are able to recognise and define the different institutional levels and functions within their own country context.
· Participants understand the importance of the intermediate level and service authority functions within decentralised water service provision.
· Participants are able to identify the most common and important functions carried out by service authorities in water service delivery. 
· Participants are able to identify the most important types of technical support and guidance that service authorities need to fulfil their role. 
Key take home points
[image: http://t3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcSKdmEa5wzczmc5idSES4tSvSgDAdVoQrsnN5iFGQXkfwAm1pG_tE5_wXKnDA] 	There are three broad institutional levels and groups of functions that are needed to ensure service delivery. These include: national, intermediate or decentralised, and system levels. 
[image: http://t3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcSKdmEa5wzczmc5idSES4tSvSgDAdVoQrsnN5iFGQXkfwAm1pG_tE5_wXKnDA]  	In decentralised contexts it is the intermediate level (with service authority functions assuming most of the functions), which is the most critical unit of scale.
[image: http://t3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcSKdmEa5wzczmc5idSES4tSvSgDAdVoQrsnN5iFGQXkfwAm1pG_tE5_wXKnDA]  	In many countries, decentralised government is weak and often lacks capacity to fulfil its service authority functions, and will require additional support and technical guidance.
Handout
Read this overview with:
2.1 Institutional functions and levels: the role of the service authority: background note
Other reference materials
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. 
IRC, Institutional functions and levels in rural water supply. Two pager, IRC
http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Concepts-tools/Institutional-functions-and-levels
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