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Preface
This series of five documents, together entitled Community Water Managers for Tomorrow:
Partnerships for water management in rural communities, has been developed by IRC in collaboration
with teams from partner organizations in six countries. At the heart of these documents are the
experiences of the local research teams at the community level, who have made enormous
contributions to the adoption of this approach to community water supply.
Each of the five documents in this series has a different focus, but are all based on the same experience
- a four-year participatory action research project to improve the management performance of rural
communities of water supply systems in developing countries, called the PAR-Manage project.
The first two documents explain what happened during this four-year research project. Document 1,
Putting Community Management in Place: Four years of experience in improving water management,
describes the research process and presents the results and conclusions of the PAR-Manage project
from the perspective of the support agencies and IRC. It explains how the participatory research was
done, the tools that were used, what happened in the process, and what it demanded from the agencies
and communities involved. More importantly, it documents the experiences of researchers in the
communities themselves - their progress and setbacks, negotiations and discussions in community
meetings, exchange visits and experiments.
Document 2, Learning in the Field: How 22 communities improved their water management, presents
case studies of each of the 22 communities that have been involved in the project. These case studies
permit a better understanding of the project from the perspective and focus of the men, women and
children in these 22 communities. The case studies illustrate the main problems faced by rural
communities, their efforts to improve the situation, and their achievements in terms of their improved
ability to manage their water.
The next three documents contain what project team now call the Participatory Action Development
approach to community water management - in short, the PAD approach. Document 3, The
Participatory Action Development Approach: Supporting Community Water Management, is based on
the process of action research that was developed and tested throughout the project, to arrive at an
approach for supporting communities in managing their water supply systems. Around this approach,
the teams developed methods and tools that are now available for wider use. Most of the material in
this document is intended to help readers understand community management and the ideas behind the
approach. Practitioners can adapt the approach to suit local circumstances, developing a critical
awareness when putting the approach into practice.
Document 4, Facilitating community discovery: Getting to know about water management, gives a
brief introduction to the PAD methodology, which consists of three phases - Diagnosing,
Experimenting and Sustaining. The manual explores the Diagnosing phase of the PAD process in
detail and describes the methods and tools that can be used during implementation. The document
explores what factors need to be taken into account, the pitfalls to avoid, and the tools or set of tools
that can be used in each step in the process.
Finally, document 5, Experimenting with the Community: Identifying sustainable solutions, again
gives a brief introduction to the methodology, and then explores the Experimenting and Sustaining
phases of the PAD process, together with the methods and tools that can be used.

These last three documents have been produced separately because they will be easier to use in the
field than one large bulky volume. However, each part belongs together with the other parts.
Documents 4 and 5 have been written mainly for practitioners, explaining how to put theory into
practice. The main aim is to provide a set of tools that can be used by support workers to help
communities to shape their own lives. These two documents therefore try to combine both reflection
and action.
All of the methods and tools described here have been used effectively in the communities in Africa,
Asia and Latin America over the past four years. However, they should not be seen as a blueprint for
community management. The project team concluded halfway through the research project: 'Each
situation, each culture, each place, each experience, and each community requires its own approach,
although general principles can be applied'. Sensitivity to the needs of communities, and quick
judgements on what would be most helpful at a particular time or during a particular process can only
be developed through constant practice, complete openness to feedback from the villagers, critical
reflective analysis, and years of experience.
In the near future these documents will be complemented with: (i) videos (one general video and six
country-specific videos) on the experiences with the community management support approach; (ii) a
manual, Trainingfor Trainers, for the staff of support organizations who wish to use the approach in
their field of action; and (iii) an Internet website to support all the initiatives to bring to life the PAD
approach. In the project countries themselves, 'Information Focal Points' will also be established to
provide background material to enhance the activities, and to enable exchanges of information at the
national and regional levels.
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Executive summary
Facilitating processes in rural communities to strengthen the capacities of community people to
manage their water supply systems is fascinating. It can only be done in close contact with the
community, with patience, wisdom and a good sense for community life. Such processes are not
predictable because of the specific characteristics of each community, and one has to deal with
setbacks and conflicts. However, the community members give a lot in return - their creativity,
trust, humour and often real commitment. The relationships that develop between facilitators and
community members are often intense, satisfying and challenging for all.
This document is entitled 'Putting Community Management in Place' because community
management is now a much talked about concept, but it is defined in many different ways and there
are few actual experiences with community management in the water sector. This document
describes four years of experience in strengthening community management in 22 communities in
six countries, and attempts to answer questions such as how is it done, what are the tools, who is
involved, what can happen in the process, what does it demand from support agencies and the
communities? The report presents results and conclusions and, most importantly, documents the
experiences of the people, the progress they made and the setbacks they overcame, the negotiations
and discussions in community meetings and assemblies, exchange visits, and their experiments.
We hope that experts in the water sector will identify with many of these experiences, causing them
to reflect on their own working practices and to discuss the opportunities and limitations of
community management among themselves.
Community management is not a miracle tool for solving problems in the water sector, nor for
governments who are keen to decentralize or privatize water provision. It is not a recipe that can be
replicated in a linear fashion. Rather, it is different form of cooperation between support agencies in
the water sector and communities, involving a common search to identify problems with the local
water supply system, and the possibilities for and constraints on management by communities, as
well as possible solutions that may be tested. The support agency is no longer the provider of
technical goods or solutions, but the facilitator of processes to enhance the capacity of the
community to manage its own water system. Communities are no longer the passive receivers of the
technical goods, but are active participants, knowledgeable and accountable for their actions. At the
basis of this cooperation are partnership, and ownership based in the community.
If one defines community management in this way, one can talk of a shift in the relationship
between communities and support agencies. Some have called it a paradigm shift because the
traditional relationships between state and people, between experts and communities, are at stake.
This may sound dramatic, but such dramatic phrases are often used when new concepts in
development cooperation are introduced. However, as we have said, this is not a miracle tool.
Community management may involve radically different theories and approaches, but it is not a
prescription or a blueprint. Community management stimulates thinking and debate about
relationships between support agencies and communities, about the capacities of communities to
manage their own systems, about the attitudes of field staff working with communities, and about
sustainable water management.
The objective is to get the process of strengthening management capacity moving, creating
opportunities for communities to debate and reflect on their abilities to manage their own systems.
IX

Where this will end is often unknown and difficult to engineer, because these processes are the
responsibility of the community. They will have to walk away with it, some time, one way or
another. The facilitation task is to initiate the process, using a variety of tools and information. Both
are presented in this report.
This report represents the efforts of many people: the project teams in six countries, the numerous
communities, IRC staff, national and international advisers. Although the approach and theory is the
same for all project participants, the stories of how the process evolved in practice are diverse. In
every community the process has been very different, in terms of both the pace and the content.
Although in each case the communities are now better able to manage their water supply systems,
the institutions, rules and structures that have underpinned this enhanced capacity are also diverse.
This diversity again demonstrates that the communities have designed their own management
systems, rather than follow a blueprint provided by support agencies. Community management
celebrates heterogeneity, and that is what this report documents.
There have been great differences in project performance among the participating countries, as well
as among the communities in any one country. Some communities have developed extensive and
comprehensive management institutions and regulations for their water supply systems, while
others are still struggling with the concept of management. These differences are due to many
different factors, many of them rooted in the socio-economic structures of a community, such as
leadership. If the leadership of a community is committed and receptive to change, the process is
likely to proceed smoothly, but if the local leaders are too dominant and want to pull all the strings
of community life, they can also be counterproductive. Sometimes a community has various interest
groups struggling over resources, so that a lot of work has to be devoted to resolving conflicts and
starting negotiations. Culture, religion, gender or economic interests can divide communities,
hampering efforts to encourage them to manage their water supply systems.
National water policies can also hinder community development. Sometimes a supply system has
been so poorly designed that it has caused inequalities in water distribution. In such cases
community management may not be feasible because the different groups can not find a common
denominator upon which to base solutions. All members of the community must then be involved in
redesigning the water supply system, and begin community management at the earliest phase in the
project.
In short, communities are complex social realities, within which it is impossible to separate out the
management of water supply from other concerns. Management capacities have to be integrated in a
concerted but flexible examination of the social, economic and cultural characteristics of the
community that may either hamper or stimulate management structures and procedures.
For the facilitators of community management processes, it is therefore not enough just to open a
box of participatory tools. They first need to understand the community's social and economic
relations, leadership, cultural or religious aspects, and the different interests, and to use methods and
tools in flexible ways. They are also likely to need mediation and negotiation skills in order to
create opportunities for community management. The sustainability of water supply systems also
depends a priori on the sustainability of community management systems or institutions. These
complex social realities may sound insurmountable, but many local agency staff are aware of them
and will be able to deal with them. Until now these capacities have not been recognized by
technically focused agencies and policies.

Community management sells badly, as the project teams in all six countries will readily
acknowledge. If they do not deliver the goods, they will find it hard to be effective. This is the result
of decades of paternalistic relations between the state and the community: the state delivers the
goods, for whatever reason, and the community receives and carries out the tasks the state
prescribes. To advocate increased community accountability may now be seen as a way to save on
state budgets, but as long as communities are not supported in becoming accountable and for what
reason, it will remain a beautiful concept in the reports of governments and donors.
In short, communities can not be expected to accept the idea of community management with open
arms if for decades they have been used to state agencies playing the role of providers. To overcome
the fact that management concepts sell badly, project teams needed a lot of creativity and
understanding, both at the start, and throughout the process.
It is understandable that communities often focus on technical improvements. Water systems have
been designed and constructed according to strictly technical parameters. Water is a technical
matter. Both agencies and communities usually do not even consider the management aspects of
water systems at the community level. It is still believed that if technical problems are solved, the
system will work. It may indeed work, but not if sustainable procedures and institutions to manage
the (improved) systems in the communities are not strengthened or created at the same time.
Experiences in many projects have shown, however, that when the time comes to look into
solutions, technical issues can not be ignored on the basis of the argument that they have nothing to
do with managerial aspects. Sometimes, systems have been so badly designed and constructed that
at least small improvements have to be made before management aspects can even begin to be
addressed. However, technical options should be seen as part of a management solution, not as
goals in themselves. Technical improvements can of course also support management solutions.
Water meters and regulators, for example, are important monitoring instruments that can provide
information that can used to support the management of the system. The IRC programme has shown
how effective such instruments can be.
Exchange visits have proved to be a strong ingredient in the learning process. Exchange visits
between communities or between water committees can push the process of enhancing management
capacities one step further. When visiting other communities, people often make wise and valid
comments and observations because they are involved in the same process. It is often surprising to
see how communities are willing to welcome neighbours to assemblies and meetings to discuss
their water systems. Exchange visits have sometimes radically changed the course of development
processes.
Exchanges between facilitators and project teams are also important, cognitively and emotionally, to
learn from each other's approaches, to learn of the sometimes surprising tools the teams have used,
and to share their successes and the failures. Room for exchange and learning should therefore be
created both within and between the support agencies involved in water at the community level.
It is important to remember that efforts to enhance community management will not be starting
from scratch. Many communities have for a long time managed their own water supplies - however
badly - so that traditional knowledge of water management and water quality exists. They often
already have water committees or caretakers, and have helped with the construction of their system.
On the management front, communities are not inexperienced: they manage their own households,
xi

