
In November 2011, the 6th RWSN Forum will be held in Kampala, Uganda. The event has generated a lot of interest already 

we received over a hundred submissions and expect 400 participants for the event. The first round of reviews has been 

completed and from this the reviewers would like to offer the authors some general advice based on some common patterns 

that emerged in the papers, posters and films. 

1 Your Audience 

Before you even touch a pen, keyboard or video camera you need to consider the audience – who are they? What will they be 

interested in? What point or message do you want to convey to that audience? 

This may seem blindingly obvious, but many of the submissions didn't seem to know who they were talking to or why. We are 

not looking for project reports that are reporting successes to donors, nor one-sided promotion of products or approaches. 

Delegates at the Forum are looking for honest reflections of technologies, projects and methodologies and want to learn 

what worked well and what worked less well, and why. This is so that they can take home good practice to be replicated, 

pitfalls to be avoided and ensure that „wheels aren‟t reinvented‟. 

2 Papers 

2.1 Structure 

Writing a good paper is like writing a good story. Just  like stories  have a beginning, a middle and an end, a paper needs a 

clear structure that takes a reader on a journey towards greater understanding. 

2.1.1 Title 

The title needs to describe concisely what the paper is about. If it focuses on a particular country, or countries, include the 

names of the countries in the title. This will make it easier for delegates to focus on papers that are interesting or relevant to 

them. 

2.1.2 Abstract 

This should be a brief statement of the main points in the paper and be no more than 150 words. It should set out what the 

reader needs to pick up from the abstract is the answers to What? Why? When and Where? How? So What? 

• Why it was done or what was the problem to be solved? 

• What was done? 

• When and where it was done (context)? 
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• How was it done and what learned through that process? 

• So What? What are the main conclusions and why are they important. 

The abstract is one of the hardest parts to write because it needs to be very concise and clear. If the reader doesn‟t find your 

abstract interesting then chances are they won‟t read the rest of your paper or come to hear your presentation. 

2.1.3 Introduction and Context 

1. Where are you working?  

2. What is the government activity in the area in regard to rural water supply?  

3. Who else has been working in the area and for how long?  

4. How long have you/your organisation been working there? 

5. Who are you?  

6. What is your organisation doing?  

Map of the project area is recommended. 

Present background statistics on rural water supply coverage (from Joint Monitoring Programme 2010 report 

http://www.wssinfo.org/) and relevant government reports.  Ugandan papers in particular should present a description of 

their project area using material compiled by the Ministry of Water and Environment in their annual Joint Sector Review or 

Sector Performance Report and Water Atlas.  Far too many submissions described their own organisations activities as if they 

were operating in complete isolation with no other government, NGO or private sector activity in the area. Ever. 

2.1.4 Methodology 

What was done? How was it done? Are there other published examples of this approach? Is the approach you are writing 

about very different to what others are doing? Is this the first time this approach has been used in the world? Is it the first 

time it has been used in this region/country? If it has been used before, what was learned from that experience that is being 

applied in your case? 

2.1.5 Results and next steps 

What did the work/project/programme achieve? Where possible, illustrate your points with diagrams and photos. This will 

help make it more real. Provide data where possible – for example what was the baseline water coverage? How was it 

improved? What proportion of water source points were working, how was this improved? And so on.  

We were particularly looking for independent verification of results and it was missing from most of the submissions. Has a 

post–project evaluation been done? What do other stakeholders think about what has been done? 

2.1.6 Discussion 

What was learned from the process? Based on your achievements, what does the future hold? What are the opportunities and 

barriers that lie ahead? What is needed to tackle them? 

2.1.7 Conclusion 

This is the bit that readers will go to without reading the whole paper so it is important to do it well.  A conclusion needs to 

have the main points that you are trying to convey.  

• What was achieved? 

http://www.wssinfo.org/


6
th

 RWSN Forum: Further Guidelines for Submissions  3 

 

For more information, please contact RWSN Secretariat, 

Kerstin Danert or Sean Furey on rwsn@skat.ch 

RWSN Secretariat Phone: +41 71 228 54 54 

SKAT Foundation Fax:  +41 71 228 54 55 

Vadianstrasse 42 Email: rwsn@skat.ch 

CH-9000 St.Gallen Web: www.rwsn.ch 

Switzerland 

 

• What were the biggest challenges and how were they overcome? 

• What unexpected things did you encounter (good or bad)? 

• What are the wider implications of this paper for how rural water supplies elsewhere can be improved? 

• If there is one fact or piece of information that you want the reader to remember and apply what would it be? 

2.1.8 References 

References serve two purposes: First, they should be used as evidence to justify any statements or assertions that you make in 

your papers. References to project reports and documentation, and where to get them, is encouraged. Secondly, they steer 

the reader to useful and relevant information resources that they may not be aware of, so it is important that the reader can 

take a reference and find the original document, report or website. 

References should be given in the Harvard style e.g. (Smith, 2001) in the text, together with, in a list at the end:  Smith, John 

(2001) „Water coverage indicators‟, DFID report. For more details see http://libweb.lancs.ac.uk/g79harvard.htm 

2.2 Jargon 

Dictionary Definition: jargon. 1 noun 1 the specialized vocabulary of a particular trade, profession, group or activity. 2 derog 

language which uses this type of vocabulary in a pretentious or meaningless way. 3 confusing or meaningless talk; gibberish. 

It is the curse of all professions to develop their own jargon. We use it as a shorthand for ideas within a profession so that 

concepts don‟t have to be explained from scratch each time. While wanting to adopt this shorthand in the name of brevity 

and conciseness is laudable, some readers may not know what they mean so either avoid jargon or make sure it is properly 

defined.  Here are some jargon terms picked up from the submissions: 

“Learning Alliances”; “normative criteria”; “toolkit”; “roadmap”; “learning platform”; “pro-poor”  

Be very wary of words like: 

“sustainable”, “participatory”, “community”, “stakeholders” 

They seem wholesome, useful words but the get so over-used that they become meaningless. What do you mean by 

sustainable? In what way were your methods participatory? Who is the community? Who are the stakeholders and what stake 

do they hold in the success or failure of your work? 

2.3 Acronyms and abbreviations 

Another curse of professions is the TDA (The Dreaded Acronym). One or two in a sentence is manageable but if you have too 

many then it becomes distracting and the sentence becomes hard to read. Not all acronyms are equal – some, for example 

Unicef and Skat, are used exclusively as acronyms and the original meaning the letters has been lost in the mists of time.  

Others will be less familiar to an international audience so need to be explained when first used, e.g.  Integrated Water 

Resource Management (IWRM), but only use acronyms if the phrase is  used more than once or twice otherwise it is not 

worth the reader investing the effort to memorise what it means. 

A third area of attention is with acronyms with multiple meanings. The most common to come up in papers was „WSP‟ which 

can mean: Water and Sanitation Program (as in the WSP of the World Bank) and also „Water Safety Plan‟.  

One that we‟ll let through is WASH (Water and Sanitation and Hygiene) because it is so common and the word itself is 

helpfully descriptive. 

http://libweb.lancs.ac.uk/g79harvard.htm
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2.4 Bumf   

Dictionary Definition: noun, Brit colloq, disparaging miscellaneous useless leaflets, official papers and documents, etc. 

Finally, one of our biggest grumbles is trite, generic conclusions. Far too many papers had a section labelled 'Lessons Learned' 

under which they wrote something like: 

“Women are good custodians of water.” 

“Involving the community and other local stakeholders is key to the success of the project” 

“It is important to consider the social, economic and environmental context of a project” 

While the points made may be true, they add little or nothing to the knowledge in the rural water supply sector. They read 

like self-conscious statements that one might put in a funding application to a donor to make sure that all their boxes are 

ticked.  

2.5 Graphs 

A simple but important point – if you include a graph, make sure the axes are labelled.  For example, if the vertical scale shows 

percentage figures, percentage of what? Households, People?  

2.6 Key points: 

• Read it out loud.  Do the sentences still work, or do you end up running out of breath halfway though? 

• Never use a long word when a short one will do. 

• If you are about to write “and” think about whether it would be better to stick in a full stop and to start a new 

sentence. 

• Use acronyms wisely and sparingly. 

• Avoid jargon and over-used phrases.  

3 Posters 

When it comes to poster, similar comments apply, except these need to be even more concise. Every sentence needs to be 

thought about carefully: does it have enough detail to be useful, or too much? Is the text  over-crowded too small to read? 

3.1 Why did the reviewers ask for my paper to be submitted as a poster instead? 

Common reasons were: 

• Too early in the project.  Some papers described an ongoing piece of work. It is good to share this experience and 

make others aware of it, but it was felt that there was not sufficient material to warrant a full presentation and Q&A. 

• Not sufficiently large or innovative, or not directly related to purely rural water supply. For example we had a number 

of short papers about school WASH projects. These were generally useful, but tended to focus more on the hygiene 

and sanitation with limited new information for the wider rural water supply sector. 

3.2 What does a good poster look like? 

At the World Water Week, in Stockholm, there were many examples of posters: some good, some bad, and some ugly. Figure 

1 shows one of the best, from Water for People: it has three columns with a single picture, a table summarising their analysis 
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and clear conclusions.  Although it is larger than A1 and landscape rather than portrait (which we asked for in the guidelines) 

Figure 1 shows a number of important elements: 

3.2.1 Clear, concise title (and subtitle if needed) 

Include country name if applicable. 

3.2.2 Structured text 

As for the paper guidelines, but even more concise. 

3.2.3 A single strong image 

The image, whether an illustration or photo, show put over the key point you are trying to make – if it‟s a new type of pump, 

what does it look like? If it is a completed school project, what does the completed works look like?  We‟re not making it 

compulsory to only have one image, but try to avoid clutter! 

3.2.4 Summarise numerical data in a table 

What are the main numerical inputs and outputs of the project? What is the baseline of water supply quantity and quality and 

how was it changed by the project? What are the performance characteristics of the technology and in what context? 

3.2.5 Highlight the key findings and discussion points 

Generalised comments should be backed up by specific examples from the project. 

3.2.6 References and contact information 

Posters are necessarily short so if the reader wants to find out more then it is important provide them with the contacts and 

references so that they can explore the topic further. 

3.2.7 Attractive! 

Make you poster something that grabs peoples attention so that they come over and read it.  

Figure 1: An example of good poster (Water for People) 
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4 Films 

Film is an interesting story-telling medium because it allows the audience to be taken to a particular time and location. For 

this RWSN Forum, it is fantastic, it allows us to see and hear rural communities and their water projects in Vietnam, 

Guatemala, South Africa or Tajikistan all from the comfort of the conference centre in Uganda. 

Again, the audience is key. Because films are relatively expensive, time-consuming and skilled to make, there is a temptation 

to make a film for one purpose and use it for another. If you work for an NGO and want to enthuse your supporters and 

donors about the work you do, you are going to produce a very different film from one that should be submitted to the 

RWSN Forum. At the Forum, your fellow practitioners know that the lives of rural people can be improved by better access to 

improved water supplies – what they want to know from you is what you did, how you did it and what the outcome was.  The 

advantage of a film, over a paper, is that you can present multiple points of view from the people involved. So for a particular 

water project you can show an interview with end users, the project team, the donor, the local district water engineer, the 

head of the community. 

Another advantage of film is that you can show a technology working in context – villagers using a handpump, drillers using a 

particular drilling or digging method. This conveys much more information than a static diagram or photo in a paper or 

poster. 

5 Key points for films: 

• Keep it short (5-10 minutes) 

• Focus on one key message. 

• Show technology and methods in action, if that is what it is about (e.g. a new drilling method or type of pump) 

• Honestly present the perspectives from different stakeholders. 

• Present an honest reflection on successes and challenges – the Forum is not the place for propaganda and 

advertising. 

• Be creative! 

 

6 Formats 

6th Rural Water Supply Network Forum 2011 Uganda 

Rural Water Supply in the 21st Century: Myths of the Past, Visions for the Future 

Topic: (select from Accelerating Self Supply, Groundwater Development, Sustainable Rural Water Supplies, Islands of 

success, Promising ways of dealing with the emerging challenges) 

Short Paper/Long Paper (delete as appropriate) 

Title 

Authors (Names; for lead author include Position, Institution, Country, email address, telephone number) 

Abstract/Summary 

Short 150 word text that summarises the entire paper. 

Avoid jargon, acronyms, excessive abbreviations and the use of specialist terms without explanation. Where local 

terms are used, a rough translation should be provided. Asking a colleague to review the summary paper prior to 

submission is highly recommended. 
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Introduction 

Introduce the paper and briefly describe the regional, national or more localised context for the example or set of 

examples. Describe how the example, approach or technology in the paper relates to the wider context. Do not 

include general facts such as global access to safe water. 

Description of the Case Study – Approach or technology 

This should enable the reader to understand what the approach was trying to achieve, and how the work was 

undertaken. You may also include reference to appropriate literature or relevant experiences for other countries. 

Main results and lessons learnt 

Describe the outputs and outcomes of the case study, or set of examples. Relate these to the wider context within the 

locality or the country. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Include conclusions and recommendations for the project/initiative, the country and other national stakeholders as 

well as more widely. 

References 

References should be given in the Harvard style e.g. (Smith, 2001) in the text, together with, in a list at the end:  

Smith, John (2001) „Water coverage indicators‟, DFID report. For more details see 

http://libweb.lancs.ac.uk/g79harvard.htm 

Contact Details 

Name of Lead Author: 

Email: 

 

Name of Second Author: 

Email: 

 

Tables and Figures 

Tables should be set up in Word, referred to as „Table‟ and numbered consecutively 

Graphs or diagrams that were originally composed in Excel, should be linked as an object in the Word file, and furnished as 

a separate file. Data should be displayed in greyscale or with patterns rather than colours; they should be in 2-D. Graphs and 

line images should be referred to as „Figure‟ and numbered consecutively. 

Line images should be submitted in black and white, with no areas of solid grey, and at a resolution of 600 dots per inch. 

They should be two-dimensional and NOT three-dimensional. 

Photographs and Illustrations. If you are sending photographs, please save them in greyscale, preferably in TIFF or 

PostScript format (at least 300 dpi for size 12 cm wide). Please always send them as separate files, not embedded in the Word 

document. 

  6th Rural Water Supply Network Forum 2011 Uganda 

http://libweb.lancs.ac.uk/g79harvard.htm
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Rural Water Supply in the 21st Century: Myths of the Past, Visions for the Future 

Topic: (select from Accelerating Self Supply, Groundwater Development, Sustainable Rural Water Supplies, Islands 

of success, Promising ways of dealing with the emerging challenges) 

Poster 

Title 

Author(s) (Names; include Position, Institution, Country, email address, telephone number) 

 

The poster should include the five rows of text above and the RWSN logo. 

 

You can select your own design for the poster.  

 

The poster (for display) should fit onto an A1 sheet of paper (594mm x 841mm). Include a minimum margin 

of 15mm.  

 

Use Arial typeface (Black, Bold and Normal fonts). Ensure that all text is legible when printed on an A4 sheet 

of paper. We recommend that the minimum size for poster text is 12 point when printed at A4. 

 

You may use colour or black and white; however, note that the Forum proceedings will be in black and 

white. 

 

You may use Microsoft Word or any other desktop publishing programs for your poster.  

 

Posters should be submitted in pdf format. 

 

You are responsible for printing the poster and bringing it to the Forum for display. Lamination is 

recommended but not essential. 
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