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ABSTRACT: Behind headline successes in providing first-time access to water lie a number of pressing challenges 
to the dominant approach to rural water supply in developing countries, namely community management 
following a demand-responsive approach. These challenges manifest themselves in poor performance of service 
providers, high rates of hardware failure, and very low levels of service. 
The papers in this special issue argue that tackling these challenges requires a shift in emphasis in rural water 
supply in developing countries: away from a de-facto focus on the provision of hardware for first-time access 
towards the proper use of installed hardware as the basis for universal access to rural water services. The outline 
of the main actions required to achieve this shift are becoming clearer. Chief amongst these are the 
professionalisation of community management and/or provision of direct support to community service 
providers; adoption of a wider range of service delivery models than community management alone; and 
addressing the sustainable financing of all costs with a particular focus on financing capital maintenance (asset 
management) and direct support costs. This introductory paper provides an overview of these issues and a guide 
to the other articles, which demonstrate these points. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The call for papers for this special issue contrasted two seemingly contradictory tendencies in the rural 
water supply sector: on the one hand, the achievement, five years before the target date 
(WHO/UNICEF, 2012a) of the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for water supply and, on the other, 
widely reported high rates of non-functionality of rural water systems. 

Drawing on the submissions to this special issue, this paper argues that these two trends are not 
contradictory. Rather, they represent the beginning of the end of what has been the dominant 
approach for rural water supply in developing countries for the past two decades: community 
management under a demand-responsive approach. Not principally because community management 
has failed, but because it is reaching the limits of what can be realistically achieved in an approach 
based on informality and voluntarism. While community management has proved to be at least 
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partially effective in providing some level of first-time access to improved water supply services the 
quality and reliability of those services are insufficient. The sort of success that traditionally practised 
community management can provide is no longer in line with the rising expectations of users, their 
governments or the global community. 

Urbanisation, coupled with rising standards of living and education is leading to an inexorable rise in 
expectations of rural water users, wanting (even where they cannot or are not willing to afford) more 
than the very basic levels of service provided under much community management. At the same time, 
these trends reduce the sort of community cohesion and volunteerism that forms an underlying 
assumption behind community management (Harvey and Reed, 2006). The recognition by the UN 
General Assembly (2010) of access to clean water and sanitation as human rights has equally created an 
important benchmark for what the global community considers an acceptable level of service. 

These changes provide a profound challenge to the rural water sector in developing countries. This 
challenge has been understood, to date, predominantly in terms of a need to tackle the sustainability of 
water supply infrastructure. We will argue that while hardware sustainability (or functionality) is 
certainly a challenge, we need to go further than this, and to recast our approach to rural water supply 
in terms of the provision of a lasting service against defined and measurable indicators – what we refer 
to as a service delivery approach. This implies, first and foremost, identifying what level of service is 
demanded by users, and/or mandated to be provided by governments, and then defining those in 
(gradually improving) norms or standards. In addition, it implies having a series of formally mandated 
service delivery models that allow the achievement of these service levels. 

In many cases this implies further developing the community management model from its current 
one-size-fits-all approach towards a wider diversity of models for different contexts. These may still be 
based on community management principles, but with a stronger degree of professionalisation or 
external support to community-based service providers; but, equally, other models are also required 
such as delegated management or self-supply. Finally, it involves the adoption of financing of all the 
costs of the service over the whole life-cycle – with a particular focus on financing capital maintenance 
(asset management) and direct support costs – often combining financing from different sources. 

In this paper we will provide further examples of these challenges and trends, and will argue that the 
shift towards a service delivery approach is already underway. Papers in this special issue show many of 
the necessary actions for implementing it, and report on an increasing number of tools and methods 
developed to support it. The shift in emphasis that we identify in this paper is both ongoing and, at least 
in part, evolutionary. The rural water sector needs to change significantly, but this can, and should, 
happen by building on and continuing existing efforts at reform, whilst respecting local contexts. The 
risk of a paper such as this that seeks to draw out commonalities across widely differing realities is 
always that of oversimplification. We are aware that there are big differences between countries in the 
way rural water is supplied, with countries already having achieved a high level of coverage making the 
evolution towards a more service-oriented approach, and others still in a phase that is characterised 
mainly by infrastructure development. Nevertheless, we believe that there are useful high-level 
conclusions to be drawn regarding the implementation of a service delivery approach. 

LOOKING BACK: PAST APPROACHES TO RURAL WATER SUPPLY 

The history and development of current approaches to rural water supply in developing countries have 
been well documented, perhaps most comprehensively by Harvey and Reed (2006), and this brief 
overview draws heavily on their work. 

Most current approaches towards rural water supply in developing countries find their roots in the 
1980s and the International Decade for Drinking Water and Sanitation, when a concerted wave of 
action was undertaken to rapidly increase access to rural water and sanitation. During the decade 
community management emerged not only as the main management model, largely as a reaction to 
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the failure of centralised government service delivery, but also as a by-product of the 'project approach' 
of most NGOs and donors. Under this, infrastructure was provided to communities by external 
agencies, while it was assumed that operation and maintenance (O&M) would be taken up by 
communities following 'hand over' of the infrastructure at the end of a project. Community 
management is based on a set of principles (both explicit and implicit) that include: 1) community 
participation in the development of the water system; 2) community ownership of the system, and 3) 
willingness and ability of the community to carry out O&M. Underlying these principles are a set of 
deep (often implicit) assumptions including community cohesion, 'sense of ownership' being a 
meaningful proxy for legal ownership, and willingness and ability to form institutions and volunteer 
time to manage the technical systems. These assumptions have often proved to be myths (RWSN, 2010) 
and are based on cultural idealisation of rural communities (Harvey and Reed, 2006). 

The community management approach was complemented in the late 1990s by the demand-
responsive approach (DRA). Championed by the World Bank (and therefore deeply rooted in the neo-
liberal thinking of the time), the DRA was intended to underpin community management by ensuring 
that the type or level of water supply provided was appropriate to, and the demand (in the sense of 
economic demand or willingness to pay) of, the community – with demand manifested by notions of 
informed involvement in technology choice, community contribution to the investment costs, and 
assumption of responsibility for future O&M costs (World Bank, 1998). By the early 2000s, the 
combination of community management with the DRA became the default approach for rural water 
supplies in much of the developing world. 

HEADLINE SUCCESS: INCREASED COVERAGE IN A RAPIDLY CHANGING WORLD 

At a macro level, this approach provides a striking story of success, with the Joint Monitoring 
Programme (JMP) of World Health Organization/United Nations Children’s Fund (WHO/UNICEF) 
reporting strong global progress on access to rural water services. The target for global access to safe 
water has been met five years before its due date, and only a relatively small number of countries are 
expected to fail to make it by 2015 (WHO/UNICEF, 2012a). Globally, the percentage of rural people with 
access to an improved water source increased from 62% in 1990 to 81% in 2010. 

Behind the absolute figures for rise in access, there is also a rise in the level of service being 
provided to rural people. Over the period from 1990 to 2010, the proportion of rural people with a 
water supply piped directly onto their premises rose from 17 to 28% (WHO/UNICEF, 2012b). This was 
driven in part by a series of broader changes in the world, the most important of which are briefly 
considered in the next paragraphs. These drivers have important implications for the future of rural 
water supply generally. 

A first key driver for changes in rural water is urbanisation. In 1980, both Asia and Africa had urban 
populations between 25 and 30% (at 65%, Latin America was already much more urban). In 2015, Africa 
will be at 42, Asia at 48 while Latin America will be close to 80% (UN DESA, 2011). Whilst this is 
particularly linked to urban growth, it is also impacting rural areas. Urbanisation is not limited to major 
cities alone, but also includes rapid growth in smaller towns (in 2011 60% of people living in urban areas 
did so in cities with fewer than 500,000 people and rural growth centres (UN DESA, 2011). As a result, 
more and more formerly 'rural' areas with dispersed patterns of settlement now exhibit a mix of small 
towns, rural growth points, villages and hamlets. 

Economic growth and poverty reduction form a second important driver. These three continents 
have seen strong and sustained economic growth since the start of the new millennium, and poverty 
has been declining strongly since 1999 in sub-Saharan Africa (58 to 47%), South Asia (45 to 36%) and 
Latin America (46 to 31%) (World Bank, 2013). This economic growth is leading not only to a drop in 
overall poverty but also to the rapid emergence of new middle-classes: increasingly well-educated 
people with disposable incomes and rapidly increasing expectations. There are many indicators of the 
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change in lifestyle and expectations in the developing world, but none more striking (or well 
documented) than access to mobile phones. A recent World Bank report identifies access to mobile 
phones in 2011 of close to 70% in South Asia, 60% in sub-Saharan Africa and essentially 100% in Latin 
America (World Bank, 2012). 

This combination of urbanisation and rise in lifestyle and expectations is being reflected in the rural 
water sector, where both water users and governments have their sights set on higher levels of service. 
This demand can be seen in the widespread adoption of self-supply options, where households finance 
and develop their own water supply (Sutton, 2004) both in areas where there is no service and to 
augment basic services (see Butterworth et al., and MacCarthy et al., in this issue). It is also reflected in 
the adoption by governments of higher service levels – most typically in the form of a move away from 
handpumps and towards piped supplies. As rural settlements grow into bigger villages and small towns 
it becomes more technically and financially feasible to have piped supplies with higher levels of service. 
For example, in India’s most recent five-year plan, there is an explicit decision to move towards 
providing rural water services through taps (preferably in homesteads), with handpumps only being 
used in particularly difficult areas (GoI, 2011). 

In their analysis of relative increase in piped supplies in the rural areas of the developing World for 
the period 1990-2010, Smits and Moriarty (2013) found that piped supplies typically start being put in 
place from coverage levels of around 50%, subsequently showing fairly steady (though by no means 
uniform) acceleration. In countries with higher levels of total coverage (of more than 70%), coverage 
growth comes to rely increasingly on higher levels of service provided by piped systems into homes. 
Even though many countries in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia have so far relied on point sources, it 
is therefore likely that, now that they are reaching coverage rates of about 70%, there will be a shift 
towards piped supplies at the premises. 

In summary, the combination of community management and DRA has enabled many rural people 
to get access to basic water supplies, whilst urbanisation and increasing wealth are increasing the 
number of people living in largely rural areas who enjoy higher levels of service (sometimes through 
community supplies, sometimes through self-supply). Taken together, this provides a broad picture of 
success. 

HEADLINE FAILURES: NON-FUNCTIONALITY AND SUBSTANDARD SERVICES 

Meanwhile rural water projects, especially those using handpumps to extract 
water, face a high degree of operational failure (Harvey and Reed, 2006). 

However, behind this encouraging picture of macro success lies a more nuanced and challenging reality. 
It is well documented that many rural water supplies fail too soon. Already in the early 1990s, Evans 
(1992) estimated that at any given moment, 30 – 40% of rural water supply systems in developing 
countries were not working. A more recent compilation of data showed that 30-40% of handpumps in 
Africa are not working at any given time (RWSN, 2010). In a similar vein, Improve International, an NGO, 
maintains a list of links to studies on water system failure with examples from around the world 
(Improve International, 2012): all show similar rates of failure. In this special issue, Butterworth et al., 
report 21% non-functional handpumps in the study area in Ethiopia. 

There is, therefore, a broad consensus that non-functionality of rural water supplies is a problem. 
Yet this consensus is not uniform. A widely reported and influential study conducted in three countries 
between 2004 and 2009 found that "to our surprise, the great majority of the village water systems 
were performing well" (Bakalian and Wakeman, 2009). 

What lies behind these differences in perception regarding functionality of rural water services? In 
practice, the devil is in the detail. The Joint Monitoring Programme, while nominally looking at access to 
safe water, in practice tracks access to technology type: if people report that their main source of water 
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is an 'improved' one (from a list of technologies), they are counted as covered. The JMP figures, 
therefore, say nothing about the quality or level of service implied by that 'coverage'. How much water 
do people receive from their improved source? How far do they have to walk to get it? How often does 
it break down and for how long? And what is the quality of the water being provided? These are 
important features of a water service, reflected in the human right to water and typically mentioned 
(and then ignored) in national norms and standards for rural water supplies. They go beyond simple 
measures of access to a technology and define a level of service in terms of quality and quantities to be 
supplied, and accessibility and reliability of the supplies. 

In a similar vein, it is important to understand what Bakalian and Wakeman (2009) understood by 
'performing well'. What are the assumptions made about what a functioning rural water service looks 
like? Taking the example of their Ghana case study (one of three in the report), of all the boreholes with 
hand-pump systems visited in 200 villages not only were 11-12% completely non-functional, but 57-58% 
had broken down in the last six months and had taken between (median values) 18-20 days to repair. 
At the same time, it was reported that the median number of people sharing a borehole ranged from 
442 to 583 (Komives et al., 2008).  

These figures are, essentially, provided without comment. However, given that in Ghana the 
national norm for reliability in rural water supply is that it should function at least 95% of the time (i.e. 
be non-functional for no more than 18 days in a year) (CWSA, 2011) this would seem to imply that, at a 
minimum, 57-58% of schemes were providing a sub-standard level of service in terms of reliability. This 
undoubtedly contributed to one of the study’s less positive findings: that many people were reverting 
to unsafe water sources at least some of the time. The same Government guidelines (CWSA, 2011) give 
an expected norm of 300 people per borehole with handpump, again suggesting that with median 
values of between 150 and 195% of this number, most sources were seriously overcrowded. These 
figures are supported by more recent work in Ghana where, in a total survey of water facilities in three 
districts, Adank et al. (2013) found that only 20% of facilities met the full range of basic service level 
indicators. 

A similar pattern emerges from other papers in this special edition where Smits et al., found that 
service levels were below national norms and standards in about 50% of cases in Colombia, whilst in 
Bolivia, Fogelberg report that only 17 out of approximately 90 communities visited in one municipality 
had water supplies that met national standards. 

In summary then, we can see that behind headline figures for increased access to improved water 
supply technology lie a series of challenges to do with functionality and poor service. 

THE CHALLENGE: IS WHAT IS 'DEMANDED' GOOD ENOUGH? 

The evolution of community management as a pragmatic response to weaknesses 
in public service provision, and its subsequent promotion as the ideal model of 
service delivery was a triumph of hope over realism (WaterAid, 2011). 

The gaps between figures on coverage, non-functionality of water systems and more detailed measures 
of service delivery are, therefore, large. And it is this gap that provides latitude for a range of possible 
interpretations of success in rural water supply. The important point, therefore, revolves around the 
sector’s expectations of rural water supply or indeed of demand.1 Is the objective of investments in 
rural water primarily a pragmatic one of providing something better than nothing: most people get 

                                                           
1
 We use the term demand, essentially, in the economic sense of a willingness to pay for a service – as this is the sense in 

which it is understood in the Demand Responsive Approach. When speaking of people’s expressed wish for a level of service 
we use the term desire or need. 
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some of their water from an improved supply at least some of the time? If so, then the findings of the 
study by Bakalian and Wakeman (2009) are indeed encouraging and, arguably, indeed demonstrate 
that the demand-responsive approach results in people getting the supplies for which they 
demonstrate (economic) demand. Or does acceptance of a minimum level of service, as defined in the 
human right to water, imply the need to provide something better? Something that resembles what is 
typically described in national norms and standards: a water supply in which an 18-22 day median wait 
for a handpump to be repaired would be seen as unacceptably long or in which sharing a single 
handpump with 582 other people too crowded? 

These questions go to the heart of what we address in the remainder of this article. If we are to 
measure the degree of success of rural water supplies in terms of a level of service, an essential step is 
defining the level of service that users are expected to receive. And, given the adoption of access to 
water as a human right, it is probably no longer sufficient to define access in terms of something is 
better than nothing, but rather through minimum acceptable norms for quantity, quality, accessibility 
and reliability of supply. 

Yet, users’ demands do not always neatly coincide with the minimum levels of service, as defined in 
the human right to water or national norms. Sometimes, they demand less; sometimes more. Although 
there seems to be something wrong with the image of someone talking on a mobile phone while 
waiting in a queue to manually pump water and then carry it home, this is a common sight and may say 
something about the nature of demand in rural settings. Bey et al. (2013 in press) found that rural 
water users in Uganda were typically spending 20 times more on their mobile phones than on water 
fees. The same work found that level of effective demand for water from improved sources was such 
that households were only willing to obtain minimal amounts of potable water from the improved 
sources for drinking and cooking; water for other uses was obtained from traditional sources. As a 
result, revenue from the water sold at handpumps was so low that it was insufficient to cover the costs 
of O&M leading to services that were unreliable. 

At the same time, while often not willing to pay for the very basic levels of service provided by 
handpumps, there are many users who desire service levels that are much higher than those offered to 
town dwellers – taps in houses, and if not in houses at least reasonably nearby. People also frequently 
want services that cater to more than minimal quantities of drinking water, so that they can employ 
these for multiple uses, including small-scale productive uses. This practice has been observed in all 
kinds of rural water systems, but particularly in piped supplies with household connections and 
relatively large water quantities (e.g. Van Koppen et al., 2009; Smits et al., 2010a, 2010b; Noel et al., 
2010; Van Houweling et al., 2012). If users cannot get such services communally, they may either opt 
out entirely or augment these through self-supply approaches (see, for example, Butterworth et al., 
[this issue] and MacCarthy et al., [this issue]). 

Demand, therefore, is complex and not uniform. On the one hand, increasingly well-educated and 
affluent people expect levels of service that cannot be met by communal handpumps and undertake 
various forms of self-supply to increase their service levels. At the same time, for poorer households 
and communities, there is insufficient demand (in the economic sense of being prepared and able to 
pay for) to maintain the most basic hardware – with the result that the service accessed does not meet 
the minimum standards. This leaves governments and community-based service providers with a 
quandary: to supply the water services for which people are willing and able to pay, or to meet 
international and national norms and standards for the provision of safe water services. 

But, wasn’t the demand-response approach expected to be the answer to this dilemma? At this 
point, we should address the rhetoric and the reality of the current approach. The sector glibly refers to 
community management and the role of the demand-responsive approach as if this constituted a 
properly defined model which is actually working and effective. The inclusion of the demand-responsive 
approach within community management was meant to ensure that communities achieved the services 
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for which they could demonstrate effective (economic) demand such that they were then able to 
support those services. The presumption was that communities, aware of the challenge of delivering 
and supporting their own basic services, and with an informed demand for safe water would only chose 
to implement service levels which they believed they could subsequently finance. However, the drive 
towards the achievement of the MDG and the compliance with the human right to water do not allow 
for genuine demand-responsiveness as the service level for which demand exists may not meet 
minimum health- or rights-based criteria. Moreover, in practice, demand-responsiveness has often 
been narrowly interpreted as communities paying a share of initial capital expenditure for a set of 
predetermined technology options, and then assuming they develop 'a sense of ownership' of the 
water system and responsibility for its management. The sector’s realpolitik means that partnering has 
itself typically been fairly unequal: the vast majority of funds come from outsiders, like NGOs and 
donor-funded programmes, with a minimal (typically 5%) required contribution by communities. For 
example, Jones (this issue) indicates that communities are expected to contribute 3% to capital 
investments with another 2% required from municipalities; the remainder comes from national 
government and/or donors. These figures are, in our experience, typical for many countries, and for 
government and NGO-funded programmes alike. This 5% community contribution is, in our experience, 
itself commonly transmuted into a 'contribution to labour', paid for by the contractor who wants to get 
on with implementation or overlooked entirely by the implementing agency who wants to achieve 
promised targets on time. As Marks and Davis (2012) note, there is a threshold effect in this initial 
contribution. They found in a study in Kenya that a sense of ownership was only achieved if households 
contributed more than a certain amount upfront.  

In conclusion, community management and the demand-responsive approach are providing services 
that are often not meeting either the desires of users, or the expectations of governments or other 
external agencies. 

BUILDING ON WHAT WORKS: EVOLUTIONS IN RURAL WATER SUPPLY 

Communities have shown that they can deal with many aspects of managing basic supplies (Schouten 
and Moriarty, 2003; Harvey and Reed, 2006; Bakalian and Wakeman, 2009), but struggle with others – 
particularly with those related to longer-term sustainability and inevitable asset replacement. Despite 
assessing most systems as working well, Bakalian and Wakeman (2009) found financial management to 
be generally poor and most communities only focused on day to day operations (if that) of the 
schemes. There was little or no systematic accrual for day-to-day repairs or capital maintenance or 
system expansion – with the previously mentioned, and unsurprising, result that in all schemes many 
people were reverting to unsafe sources at least some of the time (Bakalian and Wakeman, 2009). 
These findings are echoed in some of the papers to this special issue. Smits et al. (this issue) report that 
only about half of the 40 community-based service providers surveyed in Colombia could be classified 
as having an adequate performance. Fogelberg (this issue) estimates that only about 80% of the water 
systems in her study area in Bolivia are (highly) likely to be sustainable. 

Realising and recognising both the possibilities and potential limitations of community management, 
three sets of responses have emerged in rural water supply over the last decade or so, each of which is 
elaborated below, these are: 

 Professionalisation of community management 

 Support to community-based service providers 

 Self-supply 

As people become wealthier, and water systems become more complicated, experience shows that 
more professional management is needed to deal with activities such as water treatment, catchment 
protection and auditable bookkeeping. For example, Smits et al. (this issue) explain how in Colombia, a 
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middle-income country with community management of relatively complex piped systems delivering 
household water supplies, community management regulations allow for the hiring of paid staff, such 
as plumbers or administrators, and require these to be certified by training institutions. The Programa 
de Cultura Empresarial (business culture programme), run by the Government of Colombia sought to 
professionalise the community-based service providers, retaining their non-profit status but promoting 
good business practices (like proper bookkeeping, billing, customer relations, etc) and hiring of paid 
staff (Tamayo and García, 2006). In some cases professionalisation may go as far as fully outsourcing 
some or most service provision tasks to private operators (see Kleemeier, 2010) – the difference with 
full privatisation being that some authority function and asset ownership remain with the community 
or, more typically, local government.  

In essence, professionalisation boils down to the more systematic holding of service providers to 
account for their work, against predefined performance indicators, and includes the use of regulation. 
Whereas in urban areas in more and more countries have regulators to enforce good performance and 
management practices in their utilities, this is still largely lacking in rural areas (Trémolet, 2013). Where 
it does exist, many community-based service providers fail to meet the performance indicators that 
have been set. In the absence of a formal regulator for rural water services, regulatory functions need 
to be embedded in other actors, typically local government in the role of service authority (Lockwood 
and Smits, 2011). 

A second set of responses to the limitations of community-based management evolved around the 
concept of support to service delivery. In the early 2000s, it started to be recognised that the majority 
of community-based service providers are unable to manage their water supplies without some form of 
external support (Lockwood, 2002; Lockwood et al., 2003; Schouten and Moriarty, 2003; Harvey and 
Reed, 2006). In practice, the vast majority of community-based service providers do receive some 
external support as found by Whittington et al. (2009) in the previously mentioned World Bank study in 
Bolivia, Ghana and Peru, and echoed by Smits et al. (this issue). While in practice this is often provided 
in an ad hoc manner, if and when a problem occurs, we refer here to the more formal relations 
between communities and support agents, who come and provide support on a regular basis, and are 
thereby able to anticipate problems. Such structured support can be provided by different types of 
entities, and the past decade has seen different types of institutional mechanisms for setting up this, 
including: support by local governments as the mandated water service authority (Lockwood and Smits, 
2011; Jones, this issue); by specialised entities such as a private company (Gibson, 2010; Jones, this 
issue) or utility; by national government agencies (Lockwood, 2002; Tamayo and García, 2006; Gibson 
and Matengu, 2011), by associations of community-based service providers (Glas and Lambrecht, 2010; 
Fogelberg, this issue); and, by mixes of the above (Meleg, 2011). Jones (this issue) also compares the 
different packages of support provided by WaterAid in Mali versus what is typically provided by the 
Government of Mali (at considerably lower costs). 

There is increasing evidence that such support impacts, above all, on the performance of the 
community-based service providers in their O&M and administrative functions (Whittington et al., 
2009; Kayser et al., 2010; Schweitzer and Mihelcic, 2012; Smits et al., this issue). At the same time, 
evidence of impact on actual service delivery has been more limited (e.g. Smits et al., this issue). This is 
unsurprising, as support is not a simple on-off switch (either there or absent). Indeed, we suspect that 
direct support, like other aspects of service provision, is subject to threshold effects: below a certain 
threshold of support, there will be no visible impact and it is only once when the threshold has been 
met that there will be a correlation between money and effort put into support and improvement in 
services. 

Yet professionalisation of, and support to, community management is not the whole solution to the 
challenges of rural water supply. While the world is becoming richer, for several more generations 
there will continue to be pockets of extreme rural poverty. These people are not likely to be either 
willing or able to pay for even the most basic levels of services. There will also always be highly 
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scattered communities who are prohibitively expensive to serve through piped networks or indeed with 
boreholes and handpumps. As the bulk of the rural population comes to be covered, these last pockets 
will present an increasingly difficult and expensive group of people to service in the drive to achieve 
universal coverage. For them, it is difficult to see any viable medium-term solution other than self-
supply, but self-supply that is recognised and supported by the state and its agencies, or what 
Butterworth et al. (this issue) call self-supply acceleration. At the other end of the scale, fast-growing 
small towns and rural growth points are too large and heterogeneous and their demands for water 
services too technically complex to be met by a model of community management based on 
voluntarism and ad-hoc money collection to address repairs or breakdowns. This is the other area 
where more formal models of delegated supply to private providers becomes relevant – in the absence 
of which self-supply by users who (partially) opt out from communal systems is observed (MacCarthy et 
al., this issue). 

These three evolutions in rural water point to the need for a flexible and pragmatic approach that 
meets the rights, demands, desires and needs of diverse groups of rural citizens, in a broad range of 
rural contexts and livelihoods – one that takes the real progress and experiences of the last 20 years of 
community management and demand responsiveness as a starting point, and that builds on it. 

MOVING FORWARD: TOWARDS A SERVICE DELIVERY APPROACH TO RURAL WATER SUPPLY 

There should be shift in focus from construction of water supply systems to service 
delivery (GoI, 2011) 

Adopting a service delivery approach to ensure that facilities continue to deliver a 
basic level of service for all people and the benefits of these services endure over 
time through provision [of an] adequate budget for post construction support, 
capital repairs and maintenance (GoG, 2012) 

In spite of the evolutions and developments reviewed in the previous section, we believe that for the 
past decades rural water supply in the poorer countries of the world has not, in practice, really been 
about service delivery, but rather about providing hardware for first-time access. We emphasise the de 
facto nature of this focus. It is not that people have not been aware of a range of service delivery issues 
– discussions on sustainability (albeit typically of individual pieces of hardware such as handpumps 
rather than the service itself), in particular, have been going on for years.2 It is rather that a 
combination of the pressure to expand coverage, and the mandates and behaviours of the individuals, 
organisations and institutions created to meet this pressure have resulted in a focus on building new 
systems (as illustrated by the experience of an NGO in the work by Fogelberg (this issue), often ignoring 
the implied realities of a genuinely demand-responsive approach. It is very difficult for either politicians 
or technocrats to focus on sustainability and level of service being provided when absolute need for 
first-time access is so high – or indeed when the challenge focusing the sector is so clearly framed in 
terms of access to hardware. Donors, international finance corporations and international non-
governmental organisations all have internal systems that are heavily structured around the ability to 
spend budget and show impacts. It is far easier to spend money accountably on hardware – the Adopt-
A-Project approach that Fogelberg (this issue) refers to than to do so on the softer and more difficult 
elements of good management and service delivery. The political economy of the rural WASH sector, 
particularly where heavily aid-dependent, is therefore strongly skewed towards building hardware and 
it is therefore not surprising that most of the successful experiences with professionalisation and 

                                                           
2
 A search on the term sustainability in the IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre’s digital library (www.washdoc.info) 

returned over 2000 hits spanning from 1985 to today. 

http://www.washdoc.info/
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support to service providers are found in middle-income countries, like South Africa (Gibson, 2010) and 
Latin America (Smits et al., this issue), where coverage levels are higher, the focus on first-time access is 
arguably less, and the availability of public finance to pay for support activities is much greater. 

As more and more countries come close to achieving universal first-time coverage, however, the 
time is ripe for change: from the emergent de facto focus on hardware delivery towards a service 
delivery approach, where we understand a service delivery approach to imply that rural water services 
should be provided to users by clearly identified service providers (which can include legally recognised 
community organisations), with the aid of support agents, and against accepted and enforceable norms 
and standards. 

We also believe that a service delivery approach implies a mature understanding of, and explicit 
efforts to address, the need for financing to cover all aspects of the service including the repair, 
upgrading and eventual replacement of all hardware elements. This understanding must move beyond 
simplistic assumptions of full 'cost recovery', as understood in the demand-responsive approach, from 
users and clearly identify the role of and need for other sources of – particularly public – finance. It is an 
inescapable reality that, where the aim is to provide service levels that meet the minimum levels 
commensurate with the human right to water, there will be a need for ongoing subsidy (from 
government – public finance, donors or other users – cross subsidy). 

Over the last five to ten years, the authors have been involved in a range of initiatives with different 
partners (working in parallel to other initiatives in the sector) to identify and flesh out the elements of a 
service delivery approach to rural water supply. Based on these experiences, and combined with a 13-
country study of trends in rural water supply Lockwood and Smits (2011) identify the following 'building 
blocks' for service delivery: an empirical selection of those areas seen as essential for the sustainable 
delivery of rural water services (see Table 1).  

Other authors and organisations have identified similar sets of elements and also consolidated them 
into frameworks of principles or building blocks (e.g. WaterAid, 2011; WASH Sustainability Charter, 
2011) – all building on existing frameworks in the sector (e.g. Hodgkin, 1994; Sara and Katz, 1997; 
Scaling Up Group, 2005). What these more recent frameworks have in common is a gradual move away 
from identifying factors at community level, and within the project cycle, to drawing out factors at 
other institutional levels or that are not linked to a specific project implementation framework. 

In the following sections we look at three broad areas (each related to one or more building blocks) 
where promising examples exist of the sort of change required, with a focus on experiences presented 
in this special edition. The areas are: 

 Adoption of a range of contextually appropriate service delivery models 

 Life-cycle costing and asset management 

 Strengthening of the enabling environment 

Adoption of a range of contextually appropriate service models and levels 

As we have seen, there is much heterogeneity in what is understood to be rural: from scattered and 
dispersed households to small- and medium-sized towns. As much as rural communities differ within 
and between countries, so do their capacities to manage a service. A water committee in a typical rural 
village in Colombia may use a computerised billing system, whereas its counterpart in a village in Ghana 
may have no literate members. Yet, both are expected to follow and implement a very similar set of 
community management approaches. All of these different contexts and user groups have widely 
differing needs from a water supply, a reality that, as we have seen, is often poorly recognised in 
current approaches to rural water. In order to deal with this heterogeneity we see two areas where 
greater clarity is needed if a service delivery approach is to be applied for rural water. The first is the 
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Table 1. Building blocks for sustainable service delivery. 

1. Professionalisation of 
community management 

Community management entities supported to move away from 
voluntary arrangements towards more professional service provision 
embedded in local and national policy, legal, and regulatory 
frameworks.  

2. Recognition and 
promotion of alternative 
service provider options 

A range of management options beyond community management, 
such as self-supply and public-private partnerships, formally recognised 
and supported in sector policy. 

3. Monitoring service 
delivery and sustainability 

Monitoring systems track indicators of infrastructure functionality, 
service provider performance, and levels of service delivered against 
nationally agreed norms and standards.  

4. Harmonisation and 
coordination 

Improved harmonisation and coordination among donors and 
government, and alignment of all actors (both government and 
nongovernment) with national policies and systems.  

5. Support to service 
providers 

Structured system of direct (post-construction) support provided to 
back up and monitor community management entities and other 
service providers.  

6. Capacity support to local 
government 

Ongoing capacity support provided to service authorities (typically local 
government) to enable them to fulfil their role (planning, monitoring, 
regulation, etc) in sustaining rural water services.  

7. Learning and adaptive 
management 

Learning and knowledge management supported at national and 
decentralised levels to enable the sector to adapt based on experience.  

8. Asset management Systematic planning, inventory updates, and financial forecasting for 
assets carried out, and asset ownership clearly defined.  

9. Regulation of rural 
services and service 
providers 

Regulation of the service delivered and service provider performance 
through mechanisms appropriate for small rural operators.  

10. Financing to cover all 
life-cycle costs 

Financial frameworks account for all life-cycle costs, especially major 
capital maintenance, support to service authorities and service 
providers, monitoring and regulation. 

development and application within a country of a range of clearly defined service delivery models for 
rural water supply; the second, contained within the first, the definition and monitoring of the levels of 
service to be provided. 

Service levels 

By service level we mean a defined (and measurable) set of indicators that, taken together, allow 
qualitatively different types of service to be defined and monitored. Based on national norms and 
standards from around the world, Moriarty et al. (2011) developed and tested a generic service delivery 
ladder (see Table 2) that categorised different levels of service using four key indicators (quantity, 
quality, reliability, accessibility) creating five distinct service levels. Such a ladder is first and foremost 
an expression of the level of service to which users are entitled, according to their national norms and 
standards. 

http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Building-blocks/Direct-support-to-service-providers
http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Building-blocks/Direct-support-to-service-providers
http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Building-blocks/Capacity-support-to-local-government
http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Building-blocks/Learning-and-adaptive-management
http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/Resources/Building-blocks/Learning-and-adaptive-management
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Table 2. Generic water supply service level (Moriarty et al., 2011).  

Service level 

 

Quantity 
(l/pers/day) 

Quality Accessibility* Reliability Status per JMP 
definitions 

High >= 60 Good < 10 Very reliable Improved 

Intermediate 40-60 Acceptable 10-30 Reliable/secure 

Basic 
(normative) 

20-40 30-60 

Sub-standard 5-20 Problematic >=60 Problematic Unimproved 

No service < 5 Unacceptable  Unreliable/ 
insecure 

 

* Minutes spent on fetching water per person per day  

A clear definition of service levels becomes a frame of reference against which to monitor the degree to 
which services comply with these standards, as done for example in Ghana (Adank et al., 2013), or in 
Colombia (Smits et al., this issue). Indeed, shifting monitoring of rural water outcomes from hardware 
delivery to service delivery may be the single most important step in creating more effective service 
delivery. Whilst many countries define national norms and standards for service delivery, often in 
significant detail, these are equally often overlooked or ignored in the practice of monitoring. Water 
quality is perhaps the most striking omission, with most countries subscribing to either national or UN 
defined norms, whilst in practice seldom if ever systematically monitoring for quality (especially from 
point sources such as handpumps). Onda et al. (2012) estimate that if water quality issues are factored 
in, 28% of the global population used unsafe water in 2010, nearly three times the JMP estimate of 11% 
using unimproved sources. 

Service delivery models 

Increasingly, countries also define the range of permissible models for delivering services and the 
diversity of contexts to which they apply. For example, under Ghana’s national community water and 
sanitation programme, management of point sources is delegated to the community whilst a range of 
different management models are identified for small towns based on size of population. In addition to 
these formal models, a number of informal models developed either independently through local 
action or brought in by external agents can be identified, leading to a range of different possibilities all 
with their own requirements for oversight and regulation (Adank and Tuffuor, 2013 in press)). 

As seen in the previous sections, a number of different experiences are emerging that talk of these 
different realities including: 

 Professionalisation and support to community management (see Smits et al., and Jones in this 
issue) 

 Involvement of private operators in a range of modalities and variations (see Kleemeier, 2010) 

 Self-supply, both in scattered communities and households as well as complementary to formal 
supplies in small towns (Butterworth et al., and MacCarthy et al., this issue) 

Life-cycle costing for sustainable services 

Equally central to the emerging outline of a service delivery approach are the related issues of financing 
the full life-cycle costs of the service and the related area of asset management: under a service 
delivery approach, it is not only the costs of installing or indeed managing a single handpump or piped 
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network, but rather the total costs of providing services at a defined level to a defined user population 
over time. Fonseca et al. (2011) identify the following cost components (Table 3). 

 Table 3. Cost components of water services (Fonseca et al., 2011). 

Capital expenditure – 
hardware and software 
(CapEx) 

Expenditure on fixed assets such as physical infrastructure (for initial 
construction or system extension), and the accompanying 'software' 
such as capacity building. 

Operating and minor 
maintenance expenditure 
(OpEx) 

Expenditure on labour and materials needed for routine maintenance 
which is needed to keep systems running, but does not include major 
repairs. 

Capital maintenance 
expenditure (CapManEx) 

Renewal, replacement and rehabilitation costs which go beyond 
routine maintenance. 

Expenditure on direct 
support (ExpDS) 

Costs of ongoing support to users and local stakeholders, for example 
on local government or district support staff. 

Expenditure on indirect 
support (ExpIDS) 

Costs of higher-level support, such as government planning, policy-
making and regulation. 

Cost of capital (CoC) Costs of servicing capital such as repayment of loans 

Table 4 below summarises cost ranges for these cost components for different types of service as found 
by the WASHCost project in Ghana, Uganda, Mozambique and Andhra Pradesh (India) (Burr et al., 
2012). Data on expenditure on indirect support were not collected, and cost of capital is often not 
included in rural water supply which tends to be directly grant-funded. 

It is important to note that the life-cycle costing framework makes no explicit assumptions about 
how to source financing for them – other than to identify that for a service to be sustainable they must 
be covered from somewhere. The OECD (2009) divides sources of finance between three large 
alliterative groups namely Tariffs (user fees), Taxes (internal public finance) and Transfers (external 
development aid). However, we do believe that by making this breakdown of costs more explicit, a 
clearer dialogue can be held on who pays which costs, and in fact concluding that several of these often 
need to come from public finances, as will be elaborated further below.  

Table 4. Ranges for expenditure on different costs components, in $US 2011 (Burr et al., 2012). 

  Primary formal water source in area of intervention 

 
Cost component 
 

Borehole and 
handpump 

 

Small schemes (less than 
500 people) or medium 

schemes (500-5000 people) 

Intermediate (5001-
15,000) or larger (> 

15,000 people) schemes 

Total CapEx (per person) 20-61 30-131 20-152 

Total recurrent expenditure 
(per person, per year) 

3-6 3-15 

OpEx  0.5-1 0.5-5 

CapManEx  1.5-2 1.5-7 

ExpDS 1-3 1-3 

* Cost ranges given in all tables are based on inter-quartile values from the data: [min-max], in US$ 2011 
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Under community management in poor countries it is typically assumed that agencies external to the 
community (either government or donors) pay the bulk of initial capital investment, with a contribution 
from users that is high enough to create a 'sense of ownership' (Marks and Davis, 2012). Self-supply 
presents a special case, in that typically all investments are made by users. Much self-supply is, in 
practice, additional to formal systems – community-managed or otherwise. In this issue, both 
Butterworth et al., and MacCarthy et al., look at the issues surrounding self-supply, considering among 
others the drivers that make families invest often quite substantial amounts of money in upgrading 
their service levels – including considerations such as increased convenience, reliability, greater storage 
or greater quantity. 

One of the central tenets of community management has been an assumption that tariffs paid by 
users should cover at least O&M. As can be seen from the WASHCost data, the total expenditure on 
recurrent costs is about 10% of the capital investment costs. But of the recurrent costs, operation and 
minor maintenance are only a relatively small part. Capital maintenance and direct support make up a 
significant part of the recurrent costs. Proper asset management, not least clarification of formal, legal, 
asset ownership is critical to this area, as it provides the basis for identifying financing needs for capital 
maintenance. Yet assumptions about major asset maintenance, renewal and replacement are seldom 
addressed directly (Burr et al., 2012). 

Direct support – if addressed – is typically seen as coming from 'taxes' in the form of government 
funding for sector agencies. Experience shows that this is typically severely underfunded in the least 
developed countries, but often receives significant public investment in middle-income ones – for 
example in Latin America and South Africa (Smits et al., 2011). 

The global analysis and assessment of sanitation and drinking-water (WHO, 2012) found that, in 
2011, 69% of government’s funds to the water sector went to new services, and only 31% went to 
operation and capital maintenance. The same report also showed that 57% of aid to the water sector 
went to new systems, 36% went to increasing service levels and only 7% went to capital maintenance. 

Le Gouais and Wach (this issue) in their analysis of the policies of a range of development partners 
have shown that there is little or no consensus about – and little awareness of – the need to finance 
either capital maintenance or the provision of support to community service providers. Jones (this 
issue) discusses the ambiguity in responsibilities for funding these costs in Mali. 

Financing capital maintenance for rural water requires more thought and experimentation (Fonseca 
et al., 2013), as there is little evidence that any but the largest small-town schemes are able to do this 
by themselves from user fees, and hence new finance mechanisms are required that will in many cases 
likely require some form of state (or other external to the system) subsidy. That this issue is not new is 
evidenced by this quote from a 1987 paper by WHO/GTZ (1987) which aimed to guide improvements in 
rural water, following observed failures during the International Decade for Drinking Water and 
Sanitation:  

In some special cases, particularly in Africa, a transition period may be necessary, during which operation 
and maintenance costs are co-funded by external support agencies. However, the objective should be that 
beneficiaries should gradually assume responsibility for the full costs of operation and maintenance. 
Financial contributions for replacement of equipment are a longer term objective. 

A longer-term objective that, 26 years later, we seem little closer to getting to grips with. 

Based on a review of experiences with support to service providers in 10 countries, Smits et al. 
(2011) estimate the costs of providing support and regulatory functions (typically seen as a remit of 
local government in the role of service authority) to be somewhere in the range US$1-3person/year to 
be effective. In this issue, Jones reports direct support costs under WaterAid’s programme in Mali of 
US$0.5-1.5 person/year as compared to the Government of Mali’s programme of US$0.34 person/year, 
whilst Fogelberg reports a range of between US$0.07 and 0.73 person/year in Bolivia (average US$0.15 



Water Alternatives - 2013  Volume 6 | Issue 3 

Moriarty et al.: Trends in rural water supply  Page | 343 

person/year). Smits et al. (2011) suggest that where less than about US$1 /person/year was spent on 
direct support, this function was not fulfilled adequately, mainly in countries in Africa. Where it was, it 
resulted in improved service provider functioning. 

In summary, a first crucial step to ensuring financial sustainability of services lies in identifying the 
full life-cycle costs of service provision. However, without clearly identifying matching sources of 
finance (taxes, transfers or tariffs), little improvement can be expected from costing exercises alone as 
both Jones and Fogelberg (this issue) discuss for the cases of Mali and Bolivia. 

Creating an enabling environment for rural water service delivery 

Most of the building blocks to service delivery discussed in this paper require, in order to be widely 
applied, shifts in the legislative, policy and regulatory environment for rural water service delivery. In 
essence, frameworks that have been typically developed to support the provision of hardware to be 
managed by communities need to be broadened to recognise and support a wider range of options for 
service provision – and to allow for provision of support to community managers. Policy and legislation 
in many countries do recognise a role for alternative models of service provision to community 
management, such as Ethiopia’s acknowledgement of self-supply (Butterworth et al., this issue). 

Of particular importance, if rural water supply is to become more professional and service delivery 
oriented, is the need to clarify roles and functions under different service delivery models, especially an 
appropriate balance between local government (as service authority) and communities. Separation and 
definition of roles and responsibilities at different institutional levels – and definition of lines of 
accountability and oversight between these levels are key to a service delivery approach. Of particular 
importance is the separation between the roles and functions of what we refer to as the service 
authority and the service provider. The former, often in the form of local government, has the formal 
responsibility for ensuring that services are provided – and is often the owner of rural water assets. The 
latter, is responsible for the day-to-day operation of those assets, and for actual service provision (for 
more details see Lockwood and Smits, 2011). 

Under decentralisation policies being implemented in most countries, the bulk of service authority 
functions (and where defined, the formal role of service authority) sit with the local government. Given 
the recognised weak capacity of many local governments, they are typically supported in these 
functions by specialist agencies of national government, as for example the Technical Support Units in 
Uganda; in other places, local governments form associations at regional or provincial level to achieve 
economies of scale in, for example, procurement or contracting of specialist capacity (see Lockwood 
and Smits, 2011, for a further overview of such capacity support mechanisms). In spite of the efforts to 
strengthen local government capacity in fulfilling the service authority function, and with much 
decentralisation of an ongoing process there are often areas devoid of clarity and sometimes tension in 
the relationships between these different arms of government. Achieving correct balance between 
ensuring that accountability for service delivery remains close to those being served (the main rationale 
for decentralisation) and the sorts of economies of scale are highly context-specific. 

In the past, a tendency of NGO-supported community management, driven in part by the perceived 
failure of centralised service delivery, has been to ignore even local government and go straight to the 
community – with the results discussed earlier. In part this is because, by delegating all responsibility 
for community management to community institutions – often with no basis in either customary or 
formal law, an essential degree of separation of responsibilities is lost – leading to lack of oversight. 
Both Jones and Fogelberg discuss in this issue how NGOs like WaterAid and Water For People have 
sought to redress such by-passes and strengthen the role of local government as service authority. 

There continue to be many instances where the oversight role of the service authority is left vague 
or unfilled, meaning that when things go wrong there are few avenues for redress. Regulation is a 
related element of professionalisation, as many regulatory functions are often performed by service 
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authorities. Until now, there is little real experience with regulation of rural services (as opposed to 
urban where there has been varying levels of success; see Franceys and Gerlach, 2008). We believe that 
while essential, regulation in the rural sector should be applied with a light touch, and does not 
necessarily imply the establishment of a formal regulator: regulatory functions can be undertaken by 
other entities such as service authorities or line ministries (Trémolet, 2013). 

MOVING FORWARD ON SERVICE DELIVERY 

Community management as practised for the last two decades under a purported demand responsive 
approach has delivered much, but is arguably at the end of what it can do. The pressing need to reach 
the remaining pockets of the un-served; to improve the service being provided to the already served; 
and to end the grotesque waste of resources found in high levels of non-functionality and poorly 
performing services calls for new approaches. The NGO Water for People has developed a slogan that 
effectively captures the challenge for the next decades of rural water supply: Everyone Forever 
(Fogelberg, this issue). What Water for People means by this is that, at the main institutional unit of 
water service delivery (be it in the municipality, district, county or any other recognisable unit of 
institutional – service authority – scale) the aim must be to provide every person and every communal 
institution, with a reliable service that lasts indefinitely. Fogelberg (this issue) explains what the 
practical implications of adopting this slogan have been for Water for People’s work in Bolivia. 

With a handful of exceptions in post-conflict and extremely fragile states, there are neither technical 
nor economic reasons why this vision cannot be achieved. Indeed within the process of defining the 
Post-2015 indicators, 2030 is proposed as the target year for universal coverage in water services 
(WHO/UNICEF, 2012c). We believe, however, that it is critical that the 2030 target be seen in terms of 
service delivery rather than in terms of hardware provision. 

We also believe that there are good reasons to be optimistic that this can be the case. The concept 
of adopting a service delivery approach to rural water supply is gaining traction. Governments, NGOs 
and development partners are all starting to use the language and concepts explicitly in their policy – 
some more than others (see le Gouais and Watch, this issue). 

A framework of areas of required change is emerging, and includes such diverse areas as recognition 
of alternative service delivery models (including private management, multiple-use services and self-
supply), professionalistion of community management, especially through provision of direct support 
and light-touch regulation, adoption of life-cycle costing – with a focus on addressing the need for 
mechanisms to finance capital maintenance and support to service providers. 

Several of the papers in this special issue speak the language of rural water service delivery 
explicitly. They talk of service levels and life-cycle costs, service authorities and service providers. They 
apply a service delivery analysis to the policies and practices of rural water service actors – in many 
cases with mixed results. Jones (this issue) reports on efforts to define mechanisms to fund capital 
maintenance, but with ambiguities in the policy framework; MacCarthy et al. (this issue) not only show 
the important contribution of self-supply but also point to the poor oversight over water quality; and, 
Fogelberg (this issue) highlights not only how an NGO moved from an adopt-a-project approach to 
service delivery, but also the difficulties encountered on that path. 

Papers in this special issue also highlight the need for rural water supplies to become more like 
urban ones – to be more service-oriented, whilst by the same logic catering to the different needs of 
rural communities – such as water for productive needs. They highlight the potential of self-supply to 
achieve the vision of serving everyone – bringing a service that is at least 'good enough' to those who 
will otherwise have nothing. 

In some ways, none of the findings or conclusions presented in this paper represents a radical 
departure from the sector orthodoxy – at least as expressed on paper – of the last decades. The list of 
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issues mentioned in the 1987 WHO/GTZ paper quoted earlier is startlingly familiar 26 years later. There 
is, therefore, no or little overt resistance to adopting a service delivery approach in rural water: many 
would claim that this is what they are already doing. Yet, as the introductory pages of this paper set 
out, something is clearly not working. Between rising expectations and the limits of current approaches 
lies a yawning gap in both the quality and absolutely functionality of rural water services. 

We believe that the problems of non-functionality and poor services in the rural water sector are 
emergent in the sense of the inevitable result of the political economy of the rural water sector. The 
current 'rules of the game' of the rural water sector – particularly the way finance is allocated and 
success measured – reward rapid creation of new infrastructure above all else. While the individual 
symptoms (e.g. poor functionality) have been well recognised and the subject of much discussion over 
the decades the institutional, political and economic structures of the sector, and specifically its 
rewards mechanisms all drive towards a pattern of macro-level behaviour that contributes to the 
problem. Specifically, the drive to meet the needs of the un-served, coupled with the rise in demand for 
clearly identifiable metrics for delivery (including outcomes or results based aid), has created an almost 
irresistible pressure to focus primarily on delivering new hardware. 

It is because of the deep-seated, institutionalised and emergent nature of this focus on delivering 
new hardware that we believe improved sector performance must be driven in the first instance by a 
vision-level change. It is only when everyone in the sector agrees that their purpose is to reach full 
coverage with reliable services that new hardware will be seen as simply a first step in service delivery, 
and that sufficient attention and resources will be allocated to the building blocks we have set out in 
this paper. This should not be something new for the sector – but it is. To use a metaphor, if the 
education sector functioned as the rural water supply sector currently functions, the bulk of money and 
effort would be spent on building schools – and success would be measured in terms of how many 
schools were built – not on the educational achievements of pupils. Until this fundamental miss-framing 
of objectives is addressed, progress will be difficult. As a sector, we have to realise that true success can 
be measured only in terms of all people using good-quality water every day. With clearly defined 
service levels and service delivery indicators we have a tool for doing this. To the old adage 'what can’t 
be measured can’t be managed' we have to add 'what can’t be managed can’t be (and isn’t) delivered'. 

Achieving a basic, and eventually an above-basic, level of services for all rural citizens within the next 
generation is entirely achievable financially and technically. As the papers in this special issue 
demonstrate, the outlines of what needs to be done, the language concepts and many of the tools to 
do it are either already available or under development. And many organisations are making the shift. 
Fogelberg (this issue) describes how an NGO like Water For People (Fogelberg, this issue) is making such 
a shift from an adopt-a-project approach to a service delivery approach. WaterAid (Jones, this issue) has 
been following a similar shift. But also governments are making important changes, such as seeking 
ways to improve support to service providers by the Government of Colombia (Smits et al., this issue), 
or recognising self-supply as an alternative service delivery model (Butterworth et al., this issue). Policy 
documents of international development partners also align on various elements with what we 
considered important building blocks for a service delivery approach (Le Gouais and Wach, this issue). 

Nevertheless, many challenges remain, not least the inertia of a global system for providing rural 
water that has for so long relied on the assumption that as long as we provided the hardware, the 
services would take care of themselves (or be taken care of by the community). Challenging this inertia 
and bringing about required transformational change in rural water services will require great effort 
and commitment on behalf of many different actors. 
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