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Abstract/Summary 

The paper highlights the approach and experiences Oromo Self Reliance Association’s (OSRA) is 
being implementing to ensure the sustainability of rural water supply in its intervention areas.  

To solve the problem associated with unsafe and inadequate water supply in three villages OSRA 
implemented water supply project consisting of three shallow wells fitted with Afridev handpumps. 
They were developed 6-8 years ago in Sinbiro Chirecha, Weserbi Abeti and Ras Kasa villages of 
Becho district,Oromia regional state, Ethiopia with the assistance of WaterCan Canada and the full 
participation of the community. Currently, all the three shallow wells provide continuous service for 
the communities. This is mainly due to appropriate community management and financing systems, 
active participation of communities and stakeholders in the project, appropriate capacity building 
activities and institutional support to water management bodies. The linkage with the district water 
office has also ensured continued support to the water management committees. 

 

Introduction and context 

Oromo Self Reliance Association (OSRA) is a registered local charity established in 1995 and 
engaged in implementation of integrated rural development programs of which water, sanitation and 
hygiene education is one in rural Oromia, Ethiopia.  

Access to water supply in Ethiopia is one of the lowest in the world. According to the Joint 
Monitoring Program (JMP) figures compiled by the WHO and UNICEF, Ethiopia has the lowest rates 
in safe water coverage in the world with 31% of rural population and 96% of urban population using 
an improved drinking water sources. However, official government reports in 2010 show access to 
safe water supply at about 65.8% (91.5% for urban and 65.8% for rural) indicating the variation in 
the figures reported by JMP with that of the government. Despite these differences, it is evident that 
the country is making significant progress in terms of increasing access to safe water supply 
sources. The government has adopted major changes in terms of creating enabling environment 
including structural arrangements at all levels, from the federal to the district level. However, 
provision of sustainable water supply sources especially in rural context remain one of the main 
challenges in the country. It has been said that the poor water supply coverage has further been 
aggravated by lack of sustainability of the water supply systems. The problem is very common in 
most rural part of the country.  Though there is a regional variation, over 40% of the water supply 
systems are said to be not functional in most parts of the country. 

 Like the case in majority of rural areas in the country, the communities in OSRA’s intervention 
areas face serious problems related to safe water supply sources. They have been suffering from 
problems caused by unsafe and in adequate water supply. The water supply coverage is the lowest 
and only less than 30% of the population have access to safe water supply sources. OSRA was the 
only nongovernmental organization engaged in provision of water supply and sanitation in the area. 
It has developed over 70 water supply sources in this part of the region.  
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This short paper briefly highlights OSRA’s approaches and experiences in sustainable rural water 
supply sources. It particularly presents the outcomes and lessons learned as a result of the 
approaches in one of its rural water supply and sanitation projects funded by WaterCan Canada1. 

Description of the Case Study – Approach or technology 

Sibiro Chirecha Water Supply and Sanitation project was implemented from April 2003 -2005 in 
Becho District, Ethiopia. The project comprised of three components: water supply, sanitation, and 
hygiene education. This paper focuses only on water supply sources. The project developed three 
water supply sources, shallow wells fitted with Afridev hand pumps in three villages in Becho district. 
The water wells were developed 6-8 years ago at villages known as Sinbiro Chirecha, Weserbi 
Abeti and Ras Kasa villages. OSRA has developed more than 70 shallow wells in the Becho district 
and its environs in Oromia regional state, Ethiopia.  Sinbiro Chirecha, Weserbi Abeti and Ras Kasa 
water supply sources have been selected for this case from the 70 water sources that OSRA 
developed in the areas mainly because they are among the first water sources developed eight 
years back and still providing continuous services to the communities.  

 Realizing the fact that sustainability of water supply systems is a function of various factors internal 
to a project and external, OSRA adopted strategies that will ensure or at least contribute to 
sustainability of the intended water supply sources. This section briefly highlights on some of these 
strategies adopted in implementation of Sinbiro Chirecha Water supply and sanitation project.  

 

Community/stakeholders Participation 

During planning phase and implementation, meetings and discussions were conducted at different 
levels with communities and relevant stakeholders. Three months prior to embarking on any 
activities is allocated for planning and in-depth analysis of the situation. The community meetings 
were basically meant to understand the local contexts, increase their awareness and identify their 
priorities, project concept and technology options, their level of commitment in improving the water 
supply sources and willingness to contribute, and sustainability of the project. This has allowed the 
target communities to make informed decisions regarding the services and the implications to them 
in terms of contributions and management. It has also helped in making clear from the onset that, 
who is responsible for what, the role and responsibilities of the user communities. Moreover, this 
has helped enhance community participation in decision making process in due course of 
implementation, which in turn fostered community ownership and management.  

OSRA closely working with government sectors particularly, zone water offices, district 
administration, district water office and others relevant stakeholders such as kebele administrations, 
and village elders. These all had involved in project planning, environmental assessment, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation. They particularly involved in community mobilization, 
site selection, provision of land for the development of water sources, setting service/users fee for 
operation and maintenance, training and institutional capacity building for community management 
bodies.  

 

 Building Community Ownership and Management  

In order to ensure sustainability, the policy of the government of Ethiopia requires that operation and 
maintenance costs for rural water supply should be covered by the user communities. The policy 
requires the creation and promotion of “a sense of awareness in communities of the ownership and 
their responsibilities for operation and maintenance of water supply systems and develop 

                                                

1 WaterCan is a leading Canadian water charity dedicated to fighting global poverty by helping the world’s poorest 

people gain access to clean water, basic sanitation and hygiene education, and encourages Canadians to lend support.  
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participatory management practices.  

In community management, communities take decisions on overall planning and management of 
the water supply sources. Water and sanitation committees serve as water users’ management 
body. In this respect, OSRA supported setting up this management body before implementing any 
activities and helped users develop bylaws that govern them. The committee members are elected 
by the users and are involved in all aspects of the project. They are also responsible for mobilization 
of resources during construction, operation, repairs and maintenance of the water schemes. In an 
effort to build ownership and management, OSRA facilitated various meetings for all users at large 
and sensitization activities so as to create sense of ownership in a sense the communities develop a 
feeling that facilities are theirs and responsible to properly manage them. Besides they are aware of 
their responsibility to contribute for operation and maintenance cost, undertaking minor 
maintenance, monitoring and making all decision regarding schemes. 

 

Capacity Building 

Capacity building is one of the main and continuous activities implemented throughout the project 
period. The capacity building activities primarily aimed at empowering the user communities to 
manage the facilities put in place in their village and develop people’s capabilities at local levels. It 
also involves developing institutional mechanism and capacity within and among stakeholders to 
enable them respond to demand in a more flexible manner. 

In this regards, various training programs were organized and provided to the water management 
body (water committee members) on water management, operation and maintenance; community 
technicians who undertake operation and maintenances of hand pumps at community level, the 
user communities, and experts at the district water office. Furthermore, realizing the need to provide 
continuous institutional support to the community management bodies, OSRA has supported 
creation of linkages between the community water management bodies and the district water office. 
This had insured continuity of technical supports from concerned government office.   

Main Results  

Sinbiro Chirecha water supply and sanitation project was completed in 2005/06. The project had 
developed three communities –owned and managed schemes serving more than 1200 people in 
three villages. Broadly speaking, it is a success as the communities who used to fetch water from 
unprotected hand dug wells have got access to safe water supply sources. This had been attributed 
to  the approaches adopted from the inception of the project till the end, and capacity building 
efforts, the committees and communities in the three villages are active and properly managing the 
water supply sources. Sustainability has been maintained, the beneficiary communities have 
contributing service delivery fees to keep the water supply scheme working continuously. However, 
monitoring of these water sources has shown variations among the villages in terms of management 
strengths. The community management in Ras Kasa village was found to be the strongest of the 
three water sources. The WATSAN committee in each water scheme has 7 persons, whose 
members are 50% female and 50% male. The responsibilities of these committees include 
mobilising community fee contribution for O& M, maintaining minor maintenance, educating 
community to ward safe water collection, transportation, handling, storage, organizing community 
meetings and submission of reports to general assembly.  

The post project evaluation conducted in 2007 revealed all the pumps have proved durable. Users 
expressed satisfaction with water supply at three villages, the water committee members have been 
active and committed to serve their communities; existence of good cooperation between the water 
committee and the user communities; positive community attitudes and awareness towards making 
contribution for operation and maintenance, strong follow up by district water office and the 
communities are getting appropriate support from the district water office. For instance, in both Ras 
kasa and Weserbi villages, the district water office had changed the existing pumps and installed 
new pumps, assisted them in changing water management committees in all the three villages. 
According to information obtained from the district water office, the hand pumps were replaced due 
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to changes in the water levels. i.e. the water level of the wells got decreased and as a result the 
pumps initially installed could not suck out water. The full cost of replacement was covered by the 
water office while the office used the old pump for another project. Though the users’ fee 
accumulated was too low to cover the replacement costs of the pumps, the communities have 
contributed extra funds as part of the replacement cost and deposited in their accounts for future 
maintenance through the discussion with the water office. 

In general, as a result of well developed community ownership and management, these water 
supply sources have continued to provide services to the communities. This in turn has resulted 
social, economic and health outcomes to the wider communities. Reduced work load, saved time 
and energy, improved sanitation practices that contributed to better health situation of the 
communities, empowerment of women are some of the outcomes obtained as a result of 
sustainable water sources. 

 

Discussion 

The full involvement of users in decision making is one of key elements in ensuring sustainability of 
water supply projects. The lessons learnt include the importance of community and relevant 
stakeholders involvement in all aspects of a project and the need to give due emphasis in planning 
phase before putting the system in place. It was also learnt that if communities are adequately 
involved, they are capable of maintaining their own facilities provided that the necessary institutional 
support and capacity buildings have been provided. Moreover, the present enabling environment 
that include decentralization of the government of Ethiopia defines the role and responsibilities of 
the federal and regional governments and of the district administration that stimulate and facilitate 
the bottom-up approach in planning, implementation monitoring and evaluation of water supply 
projects. These have contributed a lot for the communities to develop confidence to manage the 
water scheme properly.  

However, the amount of users’ fee being contributed by the user households is not enough for 
further expansion and cover full replacement costs. Therefore, much still remains to be done to 
improve sustainability and quality of the services in all three villages. 

 

Conclusions  

To ensure sustainability of water supply, the involvement of all stakeholders in particular the user 
communities from the very beginning of the project/the program is a basic necessity. The program 
implementation and sustainability issues has to be motivated through effective community 
development approaches and strategies based on the understanding of socio economic situation,  
cultural diversity, values and norms of the communities. 

Furthermore, the key ingredients for the success of sustainability of water supply depends on the 
availably of  committed community representatives/water committees, well trained care takers, 
spare parts, qualified and motivated staff at district water office,  logistical support, and the 
involvement of the community at all stages of the project/program. 

It is also important to note that, community participation has to be self-sustained process.  The local 
communities/ beneficiaries must be empowered so that they can feel for what is happening and 
what they would like to happen in their own environment. 

 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations attempts to reflect some of the constraints observed and make 
suggestions for provision of rural water supply sources. 

 There is a need to balance between the efforts on the development of the hardware facilities 
and on ensuring that these facilities are well operated, well managed, and effectively used by 
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the intended beneficiaries. That is to emphasis should be given to institutional strengthening 
and capacity building for effective community based management. 

 Active participation of communities and relevant stakeholders is required in identifying the need 
for a project, site selection, planning, implementation, Operation and maintenance and 
management of water supply facilities.  

 User communities can put financing mechanism for operation and maintenance. However, 
pump replacement due to wear and tear remains a challenge that may hamper sustainability of 
the water supply system. Thus, there is need to put in place mechanisms to address this issue 
during the planning phase of water supply project. Moreover, the communities rely on the 
district water office for spare parts of hand pumps. So, there is a need to improve access to 
spare parts for community managed water supply systems. 

 The district water office has been supervising the community based water supply sources. But, 
its capacity in terms of staff and logistics is limited to conduct regular follow up, which is 
another challenge for sustainability of the water sources. Hence, the water office needs to be 
capacitated to provide necessary support for the communities. 

 Thus far, at least two of the water management committee members have been women. 
However, women’s representation needs to be further strengthened as experiences have 
shown that women, if given opportunities and skill training, are capable of properly managing 
the water supply facilities.   
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