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Abstract/Summary 

Malawi’s Rural Water supplies include groundwater through boreholes, shallow wells, and gravity 
fed piped water supplies, whose sources are mostly small rivers or streams which originate from 
hills or mountains. A good example is the Mpira Balaka Gravity Fed Rural Piped Water Supply 
Scheme, which is the largest such scheme in Malawi, serving over half million people with over two 
thousand communal taps and over five hundred private connections. Previously there have been 
challenges concerning management and community ownership such that the sustainability of the 
scheme was doubtful.  Consequently, the Government, through the Ministry of Irrigation and Water 
Development (MoIWD), in consultation with beneficiary district councils, has established a Water 
User Association (Mpira Water Trust) to operate and manage the scheme, and to improve 
community involvement, sustainability and service delivery. However there are several challenges 
that the trust is still facing such as revenue generation and collection. 
 

Introduction 

The Mpira Balaka Gravity Fed Rural Piped Water Supply was constructed from 1987 to 1992 from 
the Mpira Reservoir and Dam shown in Figure 1. The persistent and severe water shortage that the 
beneficiary area was facing created a situation which usually resulted in water borne disease 
outbreaks such as Cholera.  People used to walk long distances in search of potable water before 
the scheme was constructed.   Due to these factors, the Government, through the then Ministry of 
Works, decided to come up with a permanent solution through construction of the scheme.  The 
scheme spans four districts of Balaka, Mangochi, Neno, in the southern region of Malawi, and 
Ntcheu in the central region.  A schematic of the scheme is presented in Figure 2.  
 
 

The scheme has three water treatment plants, as shown in Figure 3, all of which comprise roughing 
filters and slow sand filters and were designed to treat raw water biologically.   But unfortunately a 
few years after construction, all the filter media both in the roughing filters and slow sand filters got 
blocked and filtration could not take place due to high turbidity levels of the raw water, especially in 
the rainy period. Because of this, the system was modified such that now it is using both chemicals 
and partial filtration for water treatment. This kind of water treatment technology is suitable for rural 
water supplies because of its low operation cost and it is easy to operate. With this technology the 
treatment plant is able to produce clear water of about 400m3/hr with good water quality parameters. 

 
Due to the complexity of the scheme and the managerial problems that were present, the Ministry 
deemed it necessary to have more community involvement in its management.  This was the basis 
for the formation and establishment of Mpira Water Trust. The initial idea was introduced in 2006, 
long after construction of the scheme, with funding from the National Water Development Program 
(NWDP) and has been an ongoing process since that date. The Trust is now a registered Water 
Board under the Trustees Act of Companies. However under this arrangement the material asset of 
the scheme will remain the property of the government of Malawi through the District Councils.  

Description of the Case Study – Approach or technology 

 

The Mpira Water Trust is a Water Users Association (WUA) formed to take over the management, 
operation and maintenance of the Balaka Gravity Fed Rural Piped Water from the District Water 
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Development Office.  Initiation of the Trust began in 2006.  Fund collection began in December 
2010.   Funding of the Trust is to be supplied by monthly service charges from each of the 2000 
public taps and 500 private connections and by funding grants applied for from external sources by 
the Trust. 

 

The Mpira Water Trust is composed of the following organs:  

 

Area Water Committee  

There are 15 Area Water Committees (AWC) in the Mpira Water Trust.  Each AWC is composed of 
10 people from various water point committees (WPCs) within the area.  The AWC covers an area 
of approximately 30-40 villages.  Each committee has chairman, secretary, treasurer.   These are 
elected positions and these individuals are also members of the General Assembly.  Currently, the 
treasurer of the AWC is responsible for collecting funds from the WPCs in the area.   

 

General Assembly 

The General Assembly is composed of three representatives from each of the 15 AWCs.  The 
General Assembly is responsible for reviewing and approving reports of the Board and making final 
decisions relating to any major changes in policies of the Trust.  The General Assembly meets once 
a year to review reports and hold elections for the Board of Trustees. 

 

Board of Trustees  

Board of Trustees is elected from General Assembly and consists of 12 individuals who meet 
quarterly to ensure that resolutions of the General Assembly are complied with and implemented.  
The Board is the decision making board of the trust and responsible for the employment of the 
secretariat or local utility operator.   Currently, the Board is in the process of recruiting the utility 
operator.  The Board produced an advert requesting applications from individuals with a minimum 
diploma of civil engineering, environmental health or irrigation engineering and experience in 
management of water supply scheme for at least three years.  Twelve applications have been 
received to date and interviews will begin in the near future.   The Board is also responsible for 
soliciting of funds for the association.  This can be done through lobbying the District council, NGOs 
or the government and from fund collection from the users of the GFS.  To date the Board hasn’t 
solicited any funds from outside actors; however plans are underway to do so.   

 

Local Utility Operator  

Once selected, the local utility operator will be responsible and fully committed for operating and 
maintaining the water supply system.  The utility operator must also provide regular, accurate 
monitoring reports to WUA Board and will facilitate collection of revenue from the consumers in 
collaboration with water point committee treasurers.   

 

The District Council 

The District Council is responsible for facilitating and overseeing all water supply and sanitation 
activities in the district, and as a result, is the owner of the water supply assets on behalf of villages 
and market centres.   Organization and facilitation of the WUA was done by the District Council.  
Field workers from the Ministry of Health, and the District Water Development Office mobilized 
water point committees and provided sensitization about the WUA.  The District Council also helped 
form the AWCs, and the Board by organizing elections.  In the interim, until the utility operator is 
hired, the District Council is responsible for operating and maintaining the water supply system.  
Moving forward, the District Council will play an advisory role to WUA. 

 

Other stakeholders in the Mpira Water Trust include NGOs in water sector, various local traditional 
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leaders, and politicians.  It should be acknowledged that with this kind of managerial arrangement, 
the communities are well represented at all levels from a water point committee level to the General 
Assembly.  Except for the utility operator who is an employed organ of the Association all other 
organs of the Association are formed by holding democratic elections starting from a water point.  

 

Main results and lessons learnt 

 

Successes 

Since initiation in December 2006, the Mpira Water Trust has accomplished the following: 

 Formation of WPCs, through sensitization and awareness campaigns. Prior to the 
commencement of the Trust, WPC were almost non-existent, or non-operational. 

 It has been seen that communities have developed an increased sense of ownership, since 
becoming part of the system.  Since fund collection began, communities will report to police 
those who are vandalizing water points, because they feel responsible for maintaining their 
operational status. 

 Using revenue collected locally through monthly contributions through the Trust, the scheme 
is able to procure sufficient water treatment chemicals thereby providing sufficient quantities 
water and of good quality.   Other uses of funding include fuel for attending to break downs 
or for supervision, spare parts for maintenance, and costs associated with funding of 
community meetings and sensitizations.  

 

Challenges 

The following challenges have been experienced in the initiation of the Mpira Water Trust: 

 Past history of not having to pay for water out of the same tap, leads to unwillingness of 
some consumers to pay water tariffs now.   

 Politicians giving conflicting messages concerning the Trust and the contributions. 

 Low water tariffs make it difficult to raise sufficient revenue for operations to continue. 

 Many broken taps due to theft or vandalism, lead to low revenue collection as communities 
do not pay when a tap is non-functional. 

 The large size of the AWC coverage areas makes it difficult for volunteers to collect funds 
from water point committees, as they often have to take significant amounts of time, and 
transportation is scarce to collect from all the villages within the AWC. 

 

Lessons Learnt 

 In order to facilitate fund collection and trust with communities, there should be a lot of 
transparency and accountability on how the finances are being handled.  To date, the 
District in coordination with the Trust has facilitated this through the requirement of fund 
collectors to provide receipts to WPCs, keep records of all transactions including 
collection and banking and providing identification for fund collectors.   

 Local leaders should be involved as much as possible in all activities especially in 
sensitisation and awareness campaigns.  Local leaders are custodians of their villages 
and communities, and people will take troubles to them first, before police, or other 
organization.  Therefore involving them is imperative to the success of the system.  Local 
leaders can also be used to facilitate community mobilization and spread messages 
relating to changes with the Trust.  This has been done either through inviting local 
leaders to AWC meetings or through members of the Trust going to present at the Area 
Development Committee meetings.  

 District Councils need to take a greater role in on-going sensitization and awareness of 
communities and describe their roles in the running of the Trust.   More sensitisation and 
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awareness in the beneficiary communities is required to boost revenue generation and 
collection.   Issues with the Trust, such as the level of tariffs, can be changed at any time 
therefore ongoing sensitization is needed to spread this information.   Committees 
should also continue to be strengthened at all levels to operate effectively and a lot of 
sensitisation and awareness is also needed so that communities are very clear on sticky 
issues concerning contributions and financial transactions.   

 Revenue collectors need to be provided with some incentives so that they carry out their 
duties as expected.  People are walking long distances, and using significant amounts of 
time and effort to collect funds.  Collectors were not incentivized to carry out this work 
when it conflicted with other activities, and there was little to keep them from pocketing 
funds. Incentives introduced in April 2011in the form of a commission of 15% on funds 
collected to go to the revenue collectors, to use for his or her own transport, food, or as a 
bonus for their work.   Since the introduction of this incentive, the Trust has increased 
revenue.    

 If it breaks down, the treatment plant needs to be rehabilitated as soon as possible and 
regularly so that the scheme operates to its full capacity. This allows the Trust to source 
enough funds from its own revenue; if a tap is not working, the WPC will not be paying.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 

 The formation of the Trust has helped the communities at large in understanding their roles 
and responsibilities in management of the scheme. 

 The Trust has encouraged community participation in water supply and sanitation activities 
and a sense of ownership. 

 The Trust has helped the community to have a voice in the operation and management of 
the scheme in that the scheme is now being managed by a community based Board of 
Trustees of whom are traditional leaders. 

 The Trust has the potential to raise a large amount of funds through low level tariffs from a 
large number of contributors; however on-going support is required to reach the maximum 
funding potential. 

 

Recommendations 

 Different stake holders need to be involved regarding water quality issues (Drinking water 
Safety plans). It has observed that people are not taken adequately on board on issues 
concerning water quality.  

 The Ministry of Irrigation and Water Development, District Councils, Traditional Leaders and 
other development partners need to continue to support the Trust so that it’s able to sustain 
itself.   

 Communities must at all times feel as part of the system.  This can be done through 
inclusion of traditional leaders, sensitization, and awareness building. 
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Figure 1: Mpira Resevoir and Dam 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Schematic of Mpira Balaka Water Supply Scheme 
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Figure 3: Mpira Water Treatment Plant 
 

 


