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As Uganda presses on towards delivering on national and international development 
commitments, there is increasing evidence that the water sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
sector is pivotal to progress. Equitable and sustainable access to safe water and sustainable 
sanitation and hygiene services is a prerequisite to ensuring a healthy population and 
improved livelihoods. 

But access levels for water supply and sanitation in the last 3-5 years have remained 
stagnant due to functionality challenges, rapid population growth and urbanization (among 
others, according to data from various Ministry of Water and Environment Sector 
Performance Reports (SPR). Sector actors recognize the substantial need to turn around 
the situation by aligning the WASH systems strengthening agenda to the Third National 
Development Plan (NDP III) programmatic approach, if national and international 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs) targets are to be achieved. 

In 2021, the WASH Agenda for Change alliance members in Uganda namely WaterAid, 
Water For People, and IRC Uganda commissioned an assessment of the national and 
district WASH system building blocks to, among other things, ascertain opportunities and 
gaps for alignment within the National Development Plan III 
programmatic approach. This 
National WASH Assessment 
Report, 2021 was received and 
approved by the Ministry of 
Water and Environment at a 
national dissemination 
meeting convened by the 
Ministry and attended by 
WASH Agenda for Change 
member organizations in 
Uganda, in March 2022. It is 
imperative that the findings 
are popularized, and 

https://www.mwe.go.ug/library/sector-performance-reports#:~:text=SECTOR%20PERFORMANCE%20REPORT%202020&text=It%20is%20based%20on%20Sector,%2C%20HIV%2FAIDS%20and%20governance.
https://www.mwe.go.ug/library/sector-performance-reports#:~:text=SECTOR%20PERFORMANCE%20REPORT%202020&text=It%20is%20based%20on%20Sector,%2C%20HIV%2FAIDS%20and%20governance.
http://www.npa.go.ug/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NDPIII-Finale_Compressed.pdf
http://www.npa.go.ug/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NDPIII-Finale_Compressed.pdf
https://washagendaforchange.org/uganda/
https://washagendaforchange.org/resource/national-level-wash-systems-assessment-in-uganda/
https://washagendaforchange.org/resource/national-level-wash-systems-assessment-in-uganda/


                        

recommendations picked up for implementation.  

This is an extract from the comprehensive National WASH Assessment Report, 2021 
presenting the outstanding strengths and weaknesses surrounding the WASH systems 
building blocks in Uganda. It highlights the opportunities and threats that the alliance and 
the WASH sector at large can deliberately act upon to bridge the gaps and harness the 
opportunities of WASH systems strengthening over the next 5 years in Uganda, to propel 
faster achievements of national and international development targets. 

Policy and legislation  

As signatory to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, Uganda commits to ensuring safe 
water and sanitation to everyone by 2030. There are provisions in the Constitution of 
Uganda (1995) for the right to a clean and healthy environment as fundamental for every 
Ugandan (Chapter 4); structures for development, use, management, protection of the 
country’s water resources and the environment (the Water Act, CAP 152); the mandate of 
state and decentralized units to deliver water supply and sanitation; and responsibilities of 
citizens to sustainably manage the WASH services. 

There are policies and structures at national and district levels to regulate water and 
sewerage management (NWSC Act, 1995), water for production, natural resources 
management (NEMA Act, 2019), to establish the sanitation and hygiene minimum standards 
(Public Health Act, CAP 281), to mention some. 

While the Climate Change Act 2021 offers the opportunity to explore appropriate 
institutional mechanisms and their subsequent financing of effective climate change 
responses, the Climate Change Policy is still not fully developed and considerable effort is 
required to make it operational at both national and local levels. 

Local governments are mandated by the Local Government Act, 1997 to hold in trust for the 
people and to protect natural water and environment resources. They also have an 
oversight and monitoring role to ensure government public services centers deliver to the 
people within the set standards, as well as the implementation of projects in their areas.  

However, discretionary power is still highly centralized and feedback systems that would 
encourage policy changes are limited, thus often exclude the views of user groups 
concerning specific policies.  

Institutions  



                        

The Ministry of Water and Environment is mandated to coordinate water and 
environmental resources development and management with collaborative linkages to 
relevant Ministries, Departments and Agencies (MDAs). There are also urban utilities, rural 
water authorities, district health, water, education, planning and other offices that have 
specific mandates on WASH service delivery. Under the NDPIII, actors from WASH and 
other collaborating sectors converge in technical working groups and committees at 
national and district levels such as the National Sanitation Working Group to contribute to 
national targets.  

Water resources management, learning and community inclusion have been decentralized 
through the  Ministry of Water and Environment (MWE) de-concentrated structures. De-
concentrated ministry units in the regional and decentralized structures at districts and 
lower local government levels are fully established to ensure service delivery and to 
support citizens involvement in governance of WASH services.  

The space and role of civil society in the WASH sector is mainstreamed through the 
Uganda Water and Sanitation NGO Network (UWASNET), an umbrella that coordinates 
NGOs, CSOs and government for learning and accountability. 

The integration between environment and water resources sub-sector, and the water 
supply and sanitation sector has helped to align the development nexus between 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), climate change and WASH.  

Catchment Management structures at regional level have improved awareness of the 
importance of watershed management issues and the relationship between water 
resources and environmental management and protection. The Climate Change Act 2021 
offers the opportunity to develop effective responses to climate change shocks while the 
establishment of the Water Resources Institute provides a platform for research and 
learning. 

However regional WASH institutional structures work with limited resourcing despite 
extensive geographical responsibilities assigned to them.  

District WASH structures (district health office, community development, district 
education officer etc.) suffer low resourcing and limited focus on sanitation. District Water 
Offices report to the Works Department, which does not feature in water and environment 
sector issues, yet they are overburdened with demands to provide technical support to all 
NGOs, DLGs and Ministry structures. 

As a civil society umbrella, UWASNET relies on its membership to report and engage – at 
the district level NGO reporting  (to local government authorities or UWASNET regional 
coordinators ) is highly variable and generally weak. 



                        

At district level, there is disjointed relationship between the Water Office and Natural 
Resources Department, a contradiction of the emphasis of integrated approaches under 
the NDP III. 
 
Infrastructure 

The Ugandan WASH sector applies six discernible models for infrastructure services 
delivery for both development / investment and operation and maintenance, depicted in 
the figures and briefly described below: 

1. The Ministry through its regional units supports the district to develop plans for 
infrastructure services development or maintenance, and the district procures a 
private sector entity to deliver the services. 

2. The Ministry regional unit namely Water and Sanitation Development Facility and 
the Umbrella Authorities procures a private sector service provider to carry out 
services, through its delegated procurement function.  

3. The Ministry procures a private sector entity and manages the contract centrally. 

4. Semi- autonomous entities in the WASH sector procure private sector entity and 
manage the contract centrally. 

5. In the humanitarian setting, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR) contracts implementing partners and operating partners to carry and 
manage services delivery respectively. 

6. The District Local Government / Municipal Council procures a private sector entity 
to deliver services and manages the contract directly at this level. Communities 
hire/ pay for the services of a private sector entity to deliver development (self-
supply) and management services. These may be handpump mechanics, faecal 
sludge disposers etc. 

However, current O&M frameworks do not incentivize private sector participation—
contracts are short ( typically 3-years) and infrastructure is aging and unmetered, making 
commercialization follow-up, enforcement and accountability difficult.  

Regulation and accountability 

The sector has a history of an intensive Joint Technical review process that pivoted on 
multi-stakeholder engagement and provided an important mechanism for learning and 
dialogue amongst stakeholders at local and national level between Government, private 
sector and civil society. With the switch from the Golden Indicators to SDG aligned 
indicators, continuous improvement and integration of WASH sector databases will 
improve access to quality data, evidence-based decision making and regulation capacity. 



                        

However, there is no independent institution mandated to regulate delivery of water and 
sewerage services in Uganda. This role is fulfilled by the Water Utilities Regulation 
Department (WURD) of MWE. The current regime of regulation mainly targets urban water 
and sanitation service provision. Utility regulation presently faces the threat of conflict of 
interest as WURD and service providers tow the thin line between their regulatory and 
operational functions.  

The prices paid by stand post or water kiosk customers are often ten times the amount 
paid by the consumers with private connections for a given volume. Most of the current 
pro-poor water interventions are not regulated, leaving middlemen to exploit the poor by 
levying high costs on buyers of water at the public water points. The subsidies in the tariff 
mechanisms, do not reach relevant users.  

The older water supply systems as well as those emergency situations do not meet the 
minimum construction standards - many are not metered, lack adequate source protection 
and in some cases, are untreated surface water systems. Unmetered schemes or surface 
systems without treatment require initial investment to create the preconditions for 
proper O&M. Unregulated services, especially in humanitarian settings, often bring risks 
with water quality, source protection and sustainability. 

Planning and budgeting 

There is a Uganda Water and Environment Strategic Sector Investment Plan (SSIP 2018-
2030) which was developed through a wholistic process led by MWE and involving all 
sector stakeholders. The SSIP is underpinned by a Sector Investment Model (SIM), an  
analytical tool that will increasingly be the basis of key planning and investment decisions 
to support activities traversing 23 catchments which are tracked by 24 key indicators 
aligned to the UN SDGs as well as national priorities.  

Planned investments in water supply in the period up to 2025 are substantial amounting to 
approximately USD 943 million in urban and rural water supply, water for production  and 
sanitation. 

Planning and budgeting is coordinated with donors and the Joint Water and Environment 
Sector Support Programme (JWESSP II) consolidates all contributions and focus areas. 
WASH planning takes into consideration national and international targets, as well as 
public-private partnerships.  

Both MWE and the Ministry of Local Government (MoLG) operate grant structures to 
finance WASH programmes at district level that take into consideration equity issues, 
population served and geographical size and appropriate technology.  

https://www.mwe.go.ug/sites/default/files/library/Water%20and%20Environment%20Sector%20Investment%20Plan%20%202018.pdf
https://www.mwe.go.ug/sites/default/files/library/Water%20and%20Environment%20Sector%20Investment%20Plan%20%202018.pdf


                        

District plans are increasingly demand-driven as a result of technical support from 
ministry regional structures; there is consideration for specific technical options based on 
the geographical area, and in ensuring that the conditional grant is allocated to capital 
expenditure as well as O&M of infrastructure. 
 
Planning at district level for WASH is highly inclusive, and investment plans are made with 
participation and in some cases contributions of the community. 

However, the size and scope of the conditional grant to the district and absorption 
capacity is too meagre to support the work of the district structures, especially for O&M. 
Although in theory district local governments have significant powers to manage planning 
processes and programmes, in practice resource provision remains dominated by the 
conditional grants with little fiscal flexibility at the local level.   

In humanitarian settings, NGO WASH plans are not always disclosed to the host district 
local governments. Ministry regional centers in the north and southwest are distanced in 
location from refugee settlement communities and are too under-resourced to provide the 
required oversight.  

Finance 

There are various funding mechanisms for the water and environment sector namely: 
general budget support, sector budget support, basket funding, medium term expenditure 
framework (MTEF), off-budget aid, project support and appropriation in aid. 

 

De-concentrated structures including Rural Water and Sanitation Regional Centres 
(RWSRCs), Water Management Zones (WMZs), WSDFs and Umbrella Organizations (UOs) 
are financed through the central level (Ministry) budget allocation, while CSOs operate 
with off-budget resources from private sources or development partners (donors). 

WASH service delivery at district level is majorly financed through conditional grants 
governed by guidelines that set limits for scope of expenditure. For example, more than 
70% of the rural water and sanitation grant must be spent on construction of new water 
facilities, 13% on rehabilitation of boreholes and piped water schemes, up to 3% on 
sanitation and 8% on software activities to support rural water supply and sanitation 
development and 6% on supervision and monitoring. 

Significant funding has been committed until 2023, mainly for urban water supply, and 
water for production. Overall funding mechanisms and flows are clearly identifiable, and 
well-structured for capital expenditure, capital maintenance, direct support, and indirect 
support. 

Both MWE and the MoLG operate grant structures that take into consideration equity 
issues, including population served, technology geographical size, terrain, and distance. 



                        

Responsibilities for capital expenditure (CapEx) and O&M are well known by users at the 
district level, and these are reiterated when a request for development is made. 

However, the real value of grants to districts is offset by population growth which results in 
per capita expenditure falling in real terms over time. 

Financing for sanitation remains underprioritized with substantial investments in new 
infrastructure not commensurate with investment in O&M. Post COVID-19 and its impacts, 
highly competing priorities and demands on national efforts and resourcing are likely to 
hamper focus on WASH. 

Monitoring 

Monitoring, and in particular multi-stakeholder engagement in it, has arguably been a core 
strength of the sector in Uganda for many years starting with the introduction of the Golden 
Indicators in 2003 and the annual Joint Technical Reviews (JTRs) and overall Sector Review 
process. The Golden Indicators have now been replaced with SDG aligned indicators and a 
Sector Investment Model has also been introduced, thus the potential to enable tracking of 
the impact of investments, against the relevant SDGs performance targets. 
 

The integrity of information submitted through Utility Performance Monitoring Information 
System (UPMiS) still lacks credibility. There is weak regulation of rural water supply due to 
limited data input in the UPMiS, which is only fed from Umbrella Authority databases while 
missing the national databases from National Water and Sewerage Corporation (NWSC). This 
undermines functionality, water safety and source protection.  
 
Further, additional indicators and systems require significant investments in time. Data 
collection and integrity remain problematic particularly at district level in part, due to the 
introduction of a significant number of indicators with the introduction of the Sector 
Investment Model (SIM) and challenges related to the development and interpretation of 
definitions. The development of additional indicators and systems to monitor sector 
performance will require significant investments in time, skills and systems development.  
 

Water resources management 

Creation of the Water and Environment Sector Working Group and the National Sanitation 
Working Group clearly established the linkage between water and sanitation, and the wider 
environmental issues—an opportunity for influencing policy, practice and technical 
decision making.  

Adoption of Integrated Water Resource Management approaches and the roll out of 
Catchment Management structures at regional and local levels is resulting in more 



                        

awareness of the importance of watershed management issues and the relationship 
between water resources and environmental management and protection. 
 
Coupling the environment sub-sector with the water resources, water supply and 
sanitation sub-sectors has helped to improve the profile of natural resources management 
and climate change within the water supply sector, which traditionally leaned towards 
engineering and infrastructure development. The Climate Change Act 2021 offers the 
opportunity to unlock constraints to the creation of appropriate institutional mechanism 
and their subsequent financing to develop effective responses to climate change at national 
and lower levels.  
 

Learning and adaptation 

Joint Sector Performance and Technical Reviews undertaken by MWE, development 
partners and district level stakeholders are well established and respected processes that 
have been running for the past 17 years and provide an important mechanism for learning 
and dialogue between stakeholders at local and national levels and between government, 
private sector and CSOs. 
 

The Water Resources Institute (WRI) is now well established to deliver on applied research, 
training, outreach, and dialogue among stakeholders.  

 

UWASNET is an important mechanism for NGOs and CSOs working at national and local 
level to share, and document learning and access information on wider international 
experience and best practices. The Environment and Natural Resource Network (ENR) group 
offers similar opportunities amongst groups active on the environment.    
 
Formation of the Sector Working Group and subgroups was a clear attempt by government 
to improve cross sectoral coordination and foster more holistic planning and lesson learning 
processes. However, too many groups even with elaborate terms of reference and mandates, 
may undermine attempts to effectively disseminate lessons learned and streamline 
coordination. 

 

Opportunities for Agenda for Change interventions  

The opportunities for WASH systems strengthening particularly around exploring creative 
funding mechanisms, advocacy and coordination  are vast. Some of the core and low-
hanging-fruit opportunities identified in the assessment report are highlighted below, and 
mention is made for specific areas where WA4C members are already making headway. 



                        

Direct funding and modelling sustainable WASH systems: There is impetus from civil 
society and development partners to give direct funding for investment in WASH systems 
and service delivery. Alignment and compliance to national approaches and policies can be 
done by utilizing infrastructure designs and databases by the Ministry’s decentralized 
units. 

Coordination and collective action: NGOs have embraced collaboration with district local 
governments and government agencies to reduce duplication, improve coordination and 
achieve vision-focused targets aligned to the district or national plans.  

Planning and budgeting at district level has greatly benefitted from the WASH master-
planning approach. With support from IRC and Water For People, the partner district local 
governments now have costed WASH Masterplans, namely Kabarole District WASH 
Masterplan 2018-2030, and Kamwenge District WASH Masterplan 2020-2030. Three others 
now have roadmaps such as the Bunyangabu District WASH Roadmap 2020-2030 which 
are providing the baseline for developing their masterplans. From Kabarole’s experience it 
is evident that the WASH Masterplan is not merely a document but a dynamic reference 
point for people-driven, evidence-based service delivery and resource mobilization.  

IRC Uganda is promoting collective action by facilitating the public private partnerships 
(PPPs) approach in Kabarole and Bunyangabu, in which together with the district local 
governments, the National Water and Sewerage Cooperation (NWSC) and Western 
Umbrella Authority resources are pooled to extend safe piped water extensions to 
communities, households, healthcare facilities and schools,  starting with the underserved 
areas marked out in the District WASH Masterplan, and supporting the local government to 
ensure 100% access for everyone, one sub-county at a time.  

Knowledge sharing and learning platforms: Civil society organisations can lend their 
advantage of proximity to service delivery units of governments to popularize and 
disseminate new policies and programming approaches, including the NDPIII. They can 
disseminate and champion critical issues to be implemented through the National 
Operations and Maintenance framework, including the roll out roll out of Community 
Based Management System Plus (CBMS+).  

WASH Agenda for Change (WA4C) alliance members are supporting appropriate 
technologies and the involvement of private sector through Faecal Sludge Management 
and Small Towns Sanitation Planning within the local governments under their scope of 
operations. This short video titled Plans for Poop highlights Water For People interventions 
in Kole Town Council, in northern Uganda. 

https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/084-201901oeganda_master_plandef_new_web.pdf
https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/084-201901oeganda_master_plandef_new_web.pdf
https://thewashroom.waterforpeople.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2022/10/Uganda-Kamwenge-WASH-Master-Plan-2021.pdf
https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/bunyangabu_draft_5-final.pdf
https://www.mwe.go.ug/sites/default/files/library/O%26M%20Framework%20for%20rural%20water%20services_V6_24.07.2020.pdf
https://www.mwe.go.ug/sites/default/files/library/O%26M%20Framework%20for%20rural%20water%20services_V6_24.07.2020.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PsxzW1Iwuic


                        

Capacity strengthening: WA4C in Uganda is also providing technical and logistical support 
to deconcentrated MWE units in monitoring and learning, coordination of catchment 
structures, capacity strengthening in collaboration with the MWE Sector Liaison 
Department, WRI and through the UWASNET umbrella facilitate civil society organisations 
to align their plans and budgets to the NDPIII. IRC and Water For People have signed a tri-
partite Memorandum of Understanding purposed to, among other things, “provide capacity 
development for all-round systems strengthening of WRI through applied training, research 
and outreach; co-convening platforms for dialogue on effective service delivery; and enhancing 
stakeholder participation in water and environment management”.   

Policy advocacy and citizen empowerment: Civil society can help improve policy and 
practices through advocacy, by proactively engaging government structures on IWRM, 
Water Action Planning and Climate Change response to promote a deliberate shift from a 
narrow focus on water for domestic use to the broader development perspective of 
ensuring the sustainable use and management of a strategic and exhaustible resource.  

Some key issues highlighted by this assessment report that can benefit from evidence-
based advocacy include raising the profile of the District Water Office from U4 to U1E and 
staffing capacity; supporting sector implementation approaches as required by the NDP III; 
and engagement and responsiveness to service users, to support pro-poor policies and 
tariff setting processes. 

Raising voices of user groups will enable them to better engage their leaders on service 
provision and accountability. More people-centred and inclusive media platforms such as 
radio and television debates can be organised to bring together service users and policy 
makers around the table on WASH services. This video is one example of a People’s 
Parliament TV show where community champions and politicians discussed strategies for 
improving sanitation in urban informal settlements.   

As part of learning and adaptability, there is opportunity to boost evidence gathering and 
dissemination of the impact of WASH on socio-economic conditions, livelihoods, and 
economic activity – this could usefully include Social Return on Investment Analysis as well 
as the value of interventions in terms of offsetting climate change impacts. This extract is 
one of the deliberate documentation and dissemination steps, to support knowledge 
sharing and learning, and evidence-based policy advocacy.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aTT2dWcfB1k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aTT2dWcfB1k


                        

Explore options for collective action and platform sharing on selected issues between 
WASH and ENR actors – this might include action based research, support to policy 
dialogues and platforms. Ongoing sensitization of all stakeholders on the importance of the 
protection and sustainable management of water resources and preparedness for, and the 
mitigation of, the impacts of climate change are commendable. To note are the now annual 
regional water and environment week public awareness campaigns organized by the 
designated MWE regional units as precursors to the national Uganda Water and 
Environment Week and supported by civil society and development partners in the 
regions. 

It is imperative that the sector is not blind to the threats including the impact of pandemics 
and epidemics such as COVID-19 and Ebola respectively on the basket funding allocations, 
even though they help raise the profile of the importance of WASH services to a productive 
population. In a resource constrained environment, especially post COVID-19, the WASH 
sector is likely to suffer even more budget allocation cuts in terms of both proportion and 
actual terms. 

Coordination is threatened in situations where NGOs/CSOs circumvent the district water 
office and engage directly with differing approaches in communities. O&M capacity is not 
just funds, but also requires systems, and skills development (training). There is shortage of 
skills within the sector in terms of both quantity and quality (plumbers, solar PV 
technicians, sewerage technicians, electromechanical technicians etc.). 

There is risk of data quality and evidence for decision-making degradation, if data 
collection and integrity issues are not adequately addressed. There is also some potential 
risk that consensus and goodwill built around the JTR, and Sector Review processes could 
be lost.       

Approaches under the NDP III require the district planner to engage with the district 
engineer at this level, for WASH issues, and the district natural resources officer, for 
programme implementation. There is a concern that if the DWO profile is not improved at 
district level, planning for NDP III may not be as effective as required. The DWO lacks both 
the capacity and status within district to ensure that sector priorities receive adequate 
attention. 

Population growth and demands from the development of industries, including the oil and 
gas sector, pose significant potential threats in the medium to long term to sustainable and 
safe water supply and sanitation. Some estimates indicate that impacts of climate change 
will cost up to 332 billion USD for the period 2010-2050.    

 

 

https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/newsletter_albertine_region_water_envt_week_2022.pdf

