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Abstract/Summary 

The level to which Non-Governmental Organisations coordinate their water sector activities with 
district governments has a significant bearing on their field-level impact. Several aspects of water 
projects carried out by Non-Governmental Organisations typically result in inequitable distribution of 
water resources in the district, as well as a compromised level of water point functionality. The 
specific cases of the World Vision International supported Borehole Rehabilitation Project in 
Mulanje, and the Action Aid supported construction of Ntalava Water Supply Scheme in Phalombe 
are examples where some level of positive results due to coordination with the district has been 
observed. In contrast, the drilling and construction of boreholes by Plan Malawi, and the installation 
of Play Pumps are examples where poor coordination has led to negative siting and functionality 
outcomes. There are both ways which Non-Governmental Organisations should strive to work with 
district-level governments, and ways that district-level governments can strive to increase 
coordination with their development partners in order to improve rural water supply. 

 

Introduction 

Multi-sectoral Collaboration has been adopted as the approach to addressing some of the water 
supply challenges in Malawi.  This is an approach whereby all key partners in the water sector – 
government, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), donors and communities take an active role 
at all stages of the implementation of water supply programs for the improvement and sustainability 
of the water supply infrastructure and service1.  Due to limited resources, the Government of Malawi 
has established decentralisation structures at all levels of society. Through this platform, NGOs are 
enabled to support District Councils in the provision of sustainable management of water supply 
systems.  

However, while NGO activities have the potential to positively influence rural access to clean water, 
many fail to create sustainable impact due to lack of coordination and alignment with the District 
Water Development Office. This paper will examine the outcomes of varying levels of NGO 
coordination with the water office during planning, implementation and maintenance of water 
projects. 

 

Description of the Case Study – Approach 

Mulanje and Phalombe are among the districts in the southern region of Malawi which are benefiting 
from NGO support for water supply services improvement. While the additional inputs into the water 
sector provided by such NGOs are critical, coordinating amongst such a diverse group of 
independent actors in the sector is a challenge that has field-level consequences. Difficulty in 
coordination is compounded by the fact that NGOs generally perceive few incentives, and in fact 
many disincentives, to collaborate with local government in the implementation of their programs. 

Commonly held prejudices NGOs have against working with the government involve fears around 

                                                           

1
 Multi-sectoral Approach as described in “Community-Based Rural Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Education Implementation Manual”, 1999, p17 
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field allowances for government staff, delays in implementation progress, and of misattribution of 
project success. The fact is that these fears are often disproportionate to the reality of the situation, 
and in many cases the reality is precisely the opposite. Government staff require field allowances 
based on the conditions stipulated in the civil service regulations. Although certain NGOs pay 
allowances above these rates, the rates set out by policy are not prohibitive, and are a fraction of 
the cost of hiring consultants for the same tasks. More importantly, there are no field allowances 
required to coordinate project planning with local government, which is the main issue at hand. 
Secondly, NGO activities which complement government programs require government staff to fully 
participate. In many cases, NGO activities are in fact prioritized by government staff by virtue of 
inadequate funds for regular duties. Thirdly, credit for project success can rarely be narrowed to a 
single actor, and any credit to the government for achieving good results using NGO resources is an 
automatic credit to the NGO itself. 

On the other hand, NGOs face a handful of real logistical and political constraints that may prevent 
them from working too closely with local government. Such barriers include management policies 
set out by large inflexible NGOs which do not stipulate high levels of coordination with local 
government; the political environment around sensitive issues such as water provision, especially 
during general elections period, which threatens the non-partisan nature of NGOs; and the fact that 
many District Water Development Offices in Malawi are still managed by „low grade staff‟, who lack 
the relevant management skills. The fact also remains that there are few formalized incentives 
provided by District Water Development Offices in Malawi for NGOs to engage the office fully, and 
the incentives that do exist are not well understood by NGOs. 

Despite these real and perceived constraints, the following examples illustrate a variety of 
approaches that NGOs have undertaken in coordination with the District Water Development Offices 
in the districts of Mulanje and Phalombe. 

World Vision International, Mulanje 

World Vision International (WVI) is working in the area of Traditional Authority Njema in Mulanje 
district, where they have prioritized the rehabilitation of boreholes and taps over the past two years. 
WVI included the District Water Development Office in formulating their strategic plan. In turn, the 
water office provided baseline data on borehole functionality, the population currently accessing 
safe water in the area, as well as the number of water point committees trained in Community 
Based Management. The implementation of the activities has been the responsibility of the water 
office, with WVI acting solely as the resource custodian. 

A joint water supply situation analysis supported by the available baseline data indicated that with the 
existing funds, rehabilitating the existing infrastructure would result in increasing water coverage from 
38% to 53% - a larger increase in water access than would have been the case if new facilities were 
installed. A joint decision was therefore made to focus on the rehabilitation of boreholes and the 
Muloza East Gravity-fed Water Scheme, to be followed by Community Based Management trainings. 

The decision to rehabilitate the gravity-fed scheme has been a particularly unprecedented move by a 
catchment-based NGO to align its activities with the district-wide effort to increase rural water supply. 
Catchment-based NGOs typically implement activities confined to their impact areas, which would 
normally preclude them from investing in projects such as gravity-fed schemes which extend past 
catchment borders. This alignment of activities is not only crucial to realize full impact of available 
funds, but by approaching the District Water Development Office before implementing the gravity-fed 
scheme rehabilitation, WVI avoided at least two other problems that would have otherwise arisen:  

i) The rehabilitation of taps in the catchment area without consideration for rehabilitating the 
intake which lies outside of the WVI catchment area. In this case, the technical expertise 
of the DWDO ensured that funds were not wasted rehabilitating individual tap stands 
without addressing the core issue of the intake; and  

ii) The duplication of activity due to the fact that the African Development Bank (ADB) was also 
planning to fund rehabilitation of the scheme through the national-level government. WVI 
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and the ADB funded initiative are able to therefore avoid inadvertently funding the same 
efforts, but will complement the other‟s work on the same scheme. 

Action-Aid, Phalombe 

Action-Aid supported the construction of Ntalava Water Supply Scheme in Phalombe District, 
through working with “Chigwirizano Women’s Movement”2 in Ntalava village. Working with the 
Phalombe District Water Development Office, the communities in Ntalava village identified a site 
proposed as a source for a small-scale gravity-fed scheme. Working with the women‟s movement 
and Action-Aid, the water office provided technical expertise and management throughout the 
planning and construction processes, as well as formed and trained Scheme Management 
committees in operation and maintenance of the new system. Initiated in 2007 with 27 taps and 
scaling up gradually to 41 taps in 2010, the scheme has to date maintained a functionality rate 
approaching 100% according to Phalombe district water monitoring records as of June 2011. 
Meanwhile, plans are underway to expand the scheme to 60 taps. 

Tikonze Mijigo Maintenance Systems3 (TIMMS), Mulanje 

Recently, TIMMS has approached the District Water Development Office to ensure collaboration 
and coordination on the next phase of their work in Mulanje - implementing an area mechanics 
network. Although the project has yet to be implemented, it is a good example of how coordination 
has prevented duplication of efforts, as the ADB-funded project in the district has plans to institute 
the same network. It has also brought to light some aspects of implementing the network which 
would have conflicted with the Ministry‟s policy standards (such as selection criteria for the Area 
Mechanics), as well as undermined the water office‟s capacity to manage the Area Mechanics 
network in the future. 

Play Pumps, Mulanje 

In recent years, a donor acting through the national-level government has implemented the 
replacement of Afridev pumps with Play Pumps in schools and other related institutions. This has 
not only rendered many functional facilities non-functional, but has also created managerial 
problems for the district-level government. Neither the District Water Development Office staff nor 
communities have the technical capacity to maintain the pumps, which not only makes their repair 
nearly impossible, but also violates the Community Based Management approach to management 
of water facilities enshrined in Malawi‟s National Water Policy. The technology choice itself is less 
user-friendly than the preferred Afridev pumps, and communities have made repeated complaints to 
the district government on this issue. Therefore, not only are communities cheated by an 
inappropriate technology choice, but also the credibility of the district government is undermined in 
the process. Since the initial pilot, the Ministry, though not in a formal statement, has stopped 
installation of new Play Pumps and ordered NGOs and other players in the sector not to adopt the 
use of such pumps. At this point there are no plans to replace the existing Play Pumps. 

Plan Malawi, Mulanje 

Plan Malawi regularly drills boreholes in the area of Traditional Authority Juma in Mulanje without 
coordinating with the District Water Development Office. Although the water office field staff are 
often invited to monitor the process, their lack of authority to influence the process renders their 
presence nothing more than a formality. Plan Malawi decides on where to site the boreholes, which 
contractors to engage, and how to engage them. They also formalize all onsite contractual 
endorsements, and claim to do water quality testing and commissioning to communities, all without 

                                                           

2
 A local women organization with a vernacular name, which in its literal sense advocates “Unity among 

Women”; dealing with issues affecting rights of women and empowerment 

3
 A local NGO with a vernacular name that means, “Let‟s Maintain Boreholes Maintenance Systems”, dealing with spare 

parts distribution, identification and training of Area Mechanics  



{144] Songola-Byrns 

4 

 

input from the water office into the process. As a result, some boreholes have been installed yet 
their yield is poor or so salty that it is unsuitable for human consumption. Improper supervision and 
compromised workmanship has meant that some boreholes have been installed poorly, leading to 
low pump functionality or turbid yield. A duplication of efforts has also resulted where the national-
level government has drafted plans to construct a new gravity-fed scheme to supply the area where 
Plan is installing new boreholes. In addition, water quality testing up to the standards of 
government policy could have been conducted through government structures rather than the 
cutting of corners that has taken place due to lack of facilities available to Plan to undertake such 
kinds of testing. At a minimum, results from independent water quality testing should have been 
submitted to the district water office for comparison against water quality policy standards.  

 

Main results and lessons learnt- NGO Coordination with District Offices  

Based on the above experiences, it is evident that NGO coordination with the District Water 
Development Office when implementing their activities realizes such outcomes as improved district-
level planning, resource efficiency, quality of implementation, and sustainability of infrastructure. 

With this approach, the District Water Development Office can make informed decisions on the 
allocation of its limited resources to support water supply activities, and can as well advise other 
development partners in the sector on issues of technology choice, water quality and capacity 
building. The water office can make the best decisions on whether new infrastructure or 
rehabilitating existing facilities is more appropriate, as well as advising on opportunities for 
collaboration amongst similar projects in the same area to avoid duplication of activities. 

Improved quality of water project implementation is clearly tied to resource efficiency. Money and 
time is better-spent when it produces high water quality provision over an extended period of time. 
Infrastructure sited and installed through coordination with the District Water Development Office 
performs in a way that addresses both technical problems and issues of sustainability. For example, 
if Action-Aid had not coordinated with the water office and the community, the Ntalava gravity-fed 
scheme intake could have been sited at an inappropriate point, because all the data about the 
trends in flow of the stream is stored at the water office. The quality of supervision of contractors, as 
seen in the case of Plan Malawi, also contributes to the long-term sustainability of infrastructure. 

Long-term sustainability of infrastructure goes beyond siting and installation.  Where there is 
coordination with the water office, government staff can monitor the facilities‟ operations for better 
performance. As the permanent institution responsible for operation and maintenance of rural water 
supply in the district, the District Water Development Office should be able to ensure that the 
installed infrastructure operates to the required standards, and that all relevant stakeholders 
responsible for its maintenance (communities and district staff) are able to perform their duties 
adequately. The installation of Play Pumps, whose operation and maintenance cannot be sustained, 
has shown what happens when the district office is circumvented. 

Aside from technical factors, it has long been recognized that community ownership and 
responsibility are also integral to sustainability of water infrastructure. What has been less 
recognizable, is the integral role that the District Water Development Office plays in ensuring such 
ownership and thus what NGOs miss when they bypass the district in conducting activities. During 
installation of facilities and through Community Based Management trainings, community members 
develop a sense of trust that, with the participation of district water staff, they are indeed those 
responsible for the facilities brought by the NGO. This avoids the community sentiment that facilities 
are just “gifts from the NGO” and therefore by extension, the responsibility of the NGO. The case of 
the Ntalava gravity-fed scheme provides a good example of ownership where not only do 
communities feel that the scheme is their own brainchild, but also that they are accustomed to the 
role that the District Water Development Office plays in technically supporting them to manage the 
scheme rather than viewing the NGO as financially responsible for maintenance. This is contrary to 
the installation of Play Pumps to replace the Afridev pumps in institutions, where the communities 
feel they have been robbed of their functional treasure (the Afridev), and have received a clear 
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message that they are not responsible in any way for the new pump.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

NGO coordination with the District Water Development Offices has proved to have positive impact 
on the way a district operates in the water sector, as the activities tend to complement the existing 
district plans. The districts are capable of monitoring and evaluating the performance of the facilities 
brought in under NGO initiatives or projects, and to manage them as their own. In this way, sound 
management decisions are made as the district is always abreast of the water supply situation in the 
district. Communities also have a better sense of responsibility and ownership of the facility, rather 
than just thinking of their water facilities as an NGO‟s gift. Hence, sustainability of operation and 
maintenance of the facility by both the district and the community is greatly improved. 

Every NGO would like to be associated with achievement through a high level of field-level impact, 
positive work relationships, and sustainability of activities with their development partners, the 
government and the community at large. Based on all of these factors, it is strongly recommended 
that NGOs work in close collaboration with the district-level government to ensure that they achieve 
the highest positive impact possible. Likewise, it is also important for district-level government to 
continue to actively engage NGOs to work in close partnership. The following are suggestions not 
only on how NGOs should approach their work with district-level governments, but also on how 
district-level governments can do their part to increase coordination and collaboration amongst all 
development partners working in the water sector in a given region. 

1. Joint Planning and Information Networking (NGOs) 

The general approach by NGOs which work at the district level to date has been mainly to report to 
the district-level government rather than to include them as an integral partner in planning. NGOs 
coming into districts to implement water activities should jointly develop project implementation 
plans from the onset together with all the players, particularly the district water offices, in order to 
mitigate future complications and failure. Joint planning helps the district-level government to 
allocate their limited resources more effectively, and ensures quality control over all water activities 
whether initiated by NGO or by government. Increased information networking with fellow NGOs 
and district-level government would help to promote coordination as well as minimize loss of 
resources due to duplication of activities (e.g. surveys). 

2. Work Collaboration (NGOs) 

As evidenced from the experiences above, some NGOs choose not to coordinate with the District 
Water Development Office because they feel they are better capacitated in terms of finances and 
technical knowhow. This can have elements of truth, but all NGO work is intrinsically aimed at 
complementing government efforts to develop the country. This makes it imperative that the NGOs 
work in full coordination with the district-level government at every step of project implementation to 
avoid issues of poor quality of workmanship and low infrastructure sustainability. Otherwise, the 
government may not be able to effectively take over responsibility for infrastructure installed outside 
its operation and maintenance system, recommended standards can be overlooked, and 
communities will have mixed notions of ownership and responsibility. 

3. Regular updating of District Plans (District Governments) 

 District Development Plans are reference points for all development activities talking place in the 
district. All NGOs and the district government initiate projects based on the District Development 
Plans. NGOs will often come into a district and request an impact area based on these plans. 
District governments should therefore ensure that the District Development Plans are always up to 
date and reflect the current strategy, so that NGOs are guided by current district needs, 
implementation guidelines, procedures and indicators. This will not only ensure that all NGOs 
comply with the district policies, where coordination with the District Water Development Office will 
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strongly be emphasized, but also that catchment areas are more appropriate to the level of funding 
that goes into projects such as those relating to water.  

4.  Better incentives and structures for district-NGO coordination (District Governments) 

There are few well-known, accepted procedures that NGOs always adhere to when they enter a 
district. In Malawi, there is one core practice that is consistently followed by NGOs entering the 
district, which is that NGOs present their activities to the District Executive Committee before 
beginning work in the district. They will then organize ad-hoc District Executive Committee meetings 
to provide updates on progress and on work plans for each project cycle. However, there is a lack of 
formalized processes in place at the district which require NGOs to coordinate in excess of this 
sporadic reporting relationship. 

Given the demonstrated importance of NGO coordination with the district government in the water 
sector, more effort on the part of the District Water Development Offices to institutionalize 
appropriate structures and incentives for tighter NGO coordination with the office is required. This 
could take many different forms, including regular meetings for development partners working in the 
water sector specifically rather than relying on the higher-level District Executive Committee 
meetings; initiating formal „stamps of approval‟ issued by the district office that NGOs need to pass 
before implementing certain stages of water projects; and regularly informing all relevant NGOs on 
the services and information available to them through the water office. The bottom line is that there 
is currently a lack of incentives for NGOs to coordinate with the District Water Development Offices, 
and the only way to address this deficiency is for the district offices to take a proactive role in both 
advertising the existing incentives and creating new incentives for coordination. 

References 

Government of Malawi (1999), Community Based Rural Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Education Implementation Manual. Lilongwe: Ministry of Irrigation and Water Development 

Government of Malawi, (2007), National Water Policy, 2nd edition, Capital Printing Press, Lilongwe 

Contact Details 

Name of Lead Author: Songola, Chrispine 

Email: csongola@hotmail.co.uk  

 

Name of Second Author: Byrns, Sydney 

Email: sydneybyrns@ewb.ca   

 

mailto:csongola@hotmail.co.uk
mailto:sydneybyrns@ewb.ca

