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Abstract/Summary 

The project to improve water supply services in ten communes of Burkina Faso was carried out by 
Eau Vive and partners from 2008 to 2011. In the context of decentralisation, it aimed to help local 
authorities assume their new roles and responsibilities for water supply services. Organised into four 
components it: (i) built capacities of local authorities (ii) created multi-stakeholder local water 
commissions for better governance, (iii) improved infrastructure for better access and to reinforce 
the capacity building, and (iv) supported the re-negotiation of contracts with local operators.  

This service-delivery-focused approach helped to improve access to water and water service 
delivery in small urban centres with the effect of enabling the authorities to apply the lessons learnt 
in rural areas. A key result was the confidence gained by the local authorities to fulfil their role of 
managing water services – supervising the operator and meeting the needs of their constituents 
throughout the commune – urban and rural areas alike.  

Introduction 

 

The National Context for Water Supply in Burkina Faso 

In Burkina Faso, a gradual decentralisation process has been underway for over ten years. In 2005 
many responsibilities, including water and sanitation, were devolved to “territorial authorities” (Law 
No. 055-2004/AN). Administratively, the country is divided into 13 regions, 45 provinces and 351 
“communes”. These local authorities were created in 2006, and the first municipal elections were 
held. In 2009, a decree pertaining to water and sanitation responsibilities as stipulated in the 2005 
Law, officially made the communes responsible for: 
 Contributing to drawing up of water service provision policy, 
 Drawing up and implementing local plans to mobilise water resources, treat and distribute 

potable water, 
 Participating in the production and distribution of potable water 
 Constructing infrastructure (wells, boreholes, tap stands, small water supply networks),  
 Protecting and managing water resources (ground water and surface water) 

Around the same time, and in response to international commitments to the Millennium 
Development Goals, and the Paris Declaration on the harmonisation of aid flows, the Government 
of Burkina Faso with its development partners, drew up a ten-year national programme for water 
and sanitation, to take them to 2015 (Programme national d'approvisionnement en eau potable et 
d'assainissement, Horizon 2015), the PN-AEPA. This programme (see Paper on the national 
framework in Burkina Faso) provides a global framework for harmonising and coordinating efforts 
for water and sanitation in Burkina Faso, and clearly confirms the role the communes must play in 
providing water and sanitation to their constituents. 

However, the situation today is that the transfer of responsibilities to the communes has not 
included a corresponding transfer of resources or training to help them carry out the new tasks and 
assume their new responsibilities. 
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The Context of the 10 communes of the project 

The 10 communes where this project took place are communes with an “urban” centre that has a 
small water supply system, but the vast majority of the commune is rural. The Mayor and local 
council are responsible for water supply services for the entire commune. 
 

Figure 1: Map of Burkina Faso, showing the 10 Communes of the programme to improve 
water services 

 

The water supply infrastructure in the urban centres belongs to the commune, and is managed 
under contract by the national operator, the ONEA (National Office for water and sanitation). 
However, the communes were unable to manage these contracts properly, lacking the knowledge 
and confidence to demand accountability and proper service levels from the operator. The ONEA 
ended up playing the role of both operator and manager.  

In the rural areas of the communes water is supplied via boreholes with hand pumps and small 
water supply systems. The commune is also responsible for these, but it delegates management to 
local water management committees and water user associations under the provisions of the 
national framework. However, here again they lack the human and financial resources to oversee 
these structures. 

Box 1:  The specific experience of the Commune of Houndé – Before the project 
 
The case of the Commune of Houndé clearly illustrates this national and local context. Before 2006, 
the Commune of Houndé was, in fact, just the town of Houndé itself, made up of five sectors. 
The small water supply system for the urban centre was managed directly by the commune, and 



[225] MacKenzie 

3 
 

distribution was mainly through standpipes. The semi-urban area had two types of infrastructure : 
 

 Boreholes and hand pumps (sector 1 and the outskirts of sectors 2, 3 and 4) 
 

 A solar-powered water supply network (sector 5) that had been broken down for years 
 
With the division of the entire country into communes in 2006, Houndé was extended to include 15 
rural villages and certain responsibilities were transferred, including water supply. The commune 
now had more infrastructure to manage – two of the rural villages had small water supply networks 
and there were a total of around 170 hand pumps. 
In 2007-2008 the water supply system in the urban centre was reinforced with more standpipes and 
household connections, and its operation was contracted to ONEA, the national operator. 
In short, the water service situation in the commune was complicated: 

 There was a variety of infrastructure: a central water supply system, a broken down solar 
powered small water supply network, two village water supply networks and hand pumps – 
about a third of which were broken down 

 There was a variety of service systems: water from most of the hand pumps was free, but 
from the other systems, water had to be paid for 

There was a variety of stakeholders: the ONEA, water management committees (for the solar 
powered system and the pumps), water user associations and a regional association (ADAE) for the 
water supply networks. 

The Project – Joining forces to improve water services 

It was the ONEA itself that took the initiative that led to the creation of the project. They wanted to 
help the local authorities take charge of urban water supply services, to build their own capacities in 
training local public water service stakeholders and to capitalise on their experience of service 
delegation. 

Eau Vive is a French NGO, created in 1978 and active in Burkina for over 20 years, which focuses 
on water and rural development in countries of the Sahel (Senegal, Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso). 
Eau Vive has always worked closely with local communities to help them develop their projects, 
mainly centred around access to water as the first step in a wider development process (see paper 
on Eau Vive’s approach in the Sahel). With the political decentralisation process underway in these 
countries, the focus for Eau Vive’s work has shifted from village level to local authority level. Eau 
Vive has gained considerable experience in working with local authorities, helping them to assume 
their new responsibilities for water service provision; experience it brought to this project. 

The third operational partner was CIEDEL, a French institute for research and training in local 
development, with a long history of supporting local authorities and development cooperation 
between local authorities in France and in Africa (decentralised cooperation). 

The financial partners were the City of Reims (France), the Paris regional water authority (SEDIF) 
and the Seine Normandy Water Agency. These partners were mobilised because French local 
authorities are often very active in supporting international development actions, particularly in 
France’s former African colonies, where the practice of “twinning” between towns has built ties of 
solidarity between communities. The practice of decentralised cooperation (a local authority in 
France finances a development project for a local authority in a developing country) is permitted by 
law. In 2005 for the water sector specifically, a law was passed (Oudin-Santini Law) that permits 
local authorities and water agencies to dedicate up to 1% of their water and sanitation budget to 
international cooperation actions in the field of water and sanitation. This law enabled €24 million to 
be mobilised by local authorities and water agencies in France in 2010. The ONEA also contributed 
financially to the project. 

 



[225] MacKenzie 

4 
 

The Programme to Improve Water Supply Services (PASEP) in Ten Communes in Burkina 
Faso 

The PASEP project was a four-year programme with a budget of €850 000. The project was divided 
into four components in an approach that aimed to build local capacities and governance as well as 
containing an infrastructure component: 

1. Initial capacity building with local authorities 

This component involved developing training modules and carrying out training sessions with 
Mayors and municipal councils, as well as their technical staff and involving regional government 
technical staff. The training aimed to help the participants: 
 Understand the national framework 
 Understand their role and responsibilities 
 Get to know their infrastructure (this involved walking around and visiting the physical 

installations in their commune) 
 Realise they are responsible for water supply services, accountable to their constituents and 

have the authority to demand a good service from the operator 

2. Setting up an organisational structure within the commune 

To improve the local governance of water services, a multi-stakeholder participatory framework, a 
“Local Water Commission” was created in each commune. Made up of water sector stakeholders 
(local council members, technical staff, local professionals, user representatives), the commissions 
play an advisory role, helping the municipal council to define its strategy and actions – making sure 
the needs of the poorest and vulnerable populations are taken into account – as well as monitoring 
implementation of actions, in order to ensure good governance of the service. 

3. Construction work  

The infrastructure component (network extensions, household connections, standpipes) provided 
the opportunity for the communes to put their managerial responsibilities into practice. The project 
supported them in:  
 Identifying needs for extensions 
 Setting priorities 
 Contracting out work 
 Monitoring works 
 Accepting completed infrastructure 

 
Photo 1: The deputy Mayor of Zorgho, the ONEA Agent and Eau Vive visiting proposed 

sectors for water extensions 
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4. Operating contracts 

The operating contracts with ONEA had come to term in 6 of the communes. The project 
accompanied the communes in the process for renewing these contracts, again giving them the 
opportunity to put their new skills into practice. The programme helped the Mayors to review and 
assess the operator’s performance during the past contract (while there are no real contenders to 
compete with ONEA at the moment, they were also made to consider alternatives – to weigh up 
possible different operators). Lawyers helped them understand the clauses of the contracts and to 
renegotiate them where appropriate.  

 

 Box 2: The specific experience of the Commune of Houndé – the arrival of PASEP 

Houndé entered the project in 2009, becoming the tenth commune to be involved. The component 
to support infrastructure extension and construction had already been attributed, but the commune 
made the most of the aspects aimed at supporting the commune in its new responsibilities and 
building local capacities. 

A local water and sanitation commission was set up. It is made up of: 

 2 elected officials 

 2 municipal staff 

 The head of the local ONEA agency 

 Representatives of the decentralised government departments (health, agriculture and water, 
the environment and sustainable development) 

 Representatives of water user associations and the ADAE. 

The commune also has German bilateral support through the Water and Sanitation in Small and 
Medium Towns programme (PEA/GIZ), so the project activities were coordinated between Eau Vive 
and PEA/GIZ. 

The activities included: 

 Support in financial management (opening of accounts to receive the investment funds) 

 Several training sessions for the water and sanitation commission and the municipality 

 Support in renegotiating the contracts with ONEA 

 

Results 

Better access 

 60 000 linear metres of pipeline were laid, 35 new tap stands built and more than 1 000 
household connections made, enabling more than 20 000 people to have improved access to 
safe water.  

The sharp increase in household connections (Zorgho went from 171 to over 500) was thanks not 
just to network extensions and infrastructure improvements but to the work of the local water 
commission which was able to group the requests and submit them to the ONEA and ensure they 
were fulfilled – in the past, the process to get connected was so long and arduous and often in vain, 
that people just didn’t bother… 
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A Better Service 

 The Communes able to fulfil their supervision role and ensure good quality services: the 
communes are now more able to assume their responsibilities for managing water services. 
Much is a matter of confidence. They are able to monitor the work of the ONEA, ask for and 
understand reports, and know they can demand a high level of service from their operator. 

 Improved local governance: the local water commissions have done much to improve 
communication between the users, the operator and the commune and to ensure that 
everyone’s needs are known and considered: 

o ONEA was asked to improve customer services – to set up a better system for paying bills 
whether it be hiring a cashier to take payments or set fixed opening hours – otherwise 
people would go to the office to find the Agent was out tending to other business 

o The commission is made up of representatives of all stakeholders – this means ONEA is 
informed about all the issues – previously the Mayor may have gone to them with issues 
affecting certain users, but now everyone can have their say 

o Extensions and standpipes have been allotted to vulnerable groups (informal settlements, 
outlying areas etc.) 

o Problems with pressure, or water outages are no longer a mystery… the commission is 
informed of the problem and can let users and standpipe caretakers know both why there 
is an outage and hopefully when it will be resolved 

o Sometimes the problem is not ONEA’s fault – if the electricity company cuts power, the 
water towers cannot be filled, so there is no water. Improved communication on these 
issues has done much to relieve pressure on ONEA as the “bad guy”. 

 Practical replicability: The modules developed in the context of this programme are now 
available to train other communes and are integrated into the Training Centre of the ONEA 
(CEMEAU). Other development partners and communes have requested the training.  

 

A real impact for the rural areas 

 The communes can use their new skills to improve services in the rural areas – and are 
doing so. The realisation that they are responsible for water supply services and the 
confidence they have gained in their capacity to act have given real results for rural areas. 

o The Mayors are motivated to seek new partnerships to finance actions: the commune of 
Zorgho has mobilised 3 of its “twinned towns” in France who have clubbed together to 
provide financing, which has been used to lever further funds from Eau Vive’s partners, to 
develop another 3-year programme of €550 000 to improve rural water supply 

o Communes are now actively overseeing the work of the user associations managing rural 
hand-pumps and small water supply systems – applying the same principles of 
accountability and service. They Mayor of Houndé is even chair of a local collaborative 
framework (covering three regions) on rural water supply system management. 

o A group of six purely rural communes in Passoré province has mobilised and asked Eau 
Vive for support with their services – a new programme is beginning that will build on the 
experience of this project to adapt the experience specifically to the rural context and 
develop further training modules – which will be able to be used to benefit the almost 300 
rural communes in Burkina. 
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Photo 2: The Local Water Commission of Bagaré on a training visit of the town’s water 
infrastructure 

 

 Better managed and profitable water services means potential for continued 
improvement: As yet, the services in the urban centres do not generate enough excess to 
invest in rural areas, but this could be a goal in the future. In the meantime, results are 
encouraging: 

o In the new contracts signed between the 6 communes and the ONEA, 5% of turnover is to 
be paid to the commune to finance its management and supervision responsibilities. This 
money may be used to fund the functioning of the local water commissions, or to hire a 
municipal agent for water services for instance. 

o The increase in household connections made a significant impact on the books. The tariff 
is higher for a household connection (with a system of incremental tariff blocks ensuring a 
“social minimum”) and consumption usually increases with ease of access. This has meant 
a turnaround in profitability. Zorgho’s water services made a profit for the first time in 2010. 
In Gayeri where ONEA received 2 million FCFA in income for 3 million in expenditure, the 
number of household connections went from 5 to 40 and this year they were able to cover 
their operating expenses.  

 

Difficulties 

 The local water commissions have had to overcome language difficulties – needing to work in 
both French and the local language to ensure everyone is included 

 It is difficult to convince the state and donors of the need for resources to finance the 
supervision and management aspects of water supply services – this is far from resolved and 
will impact the sustainability of such projects 

 Mayors do tend to focus at first on the urban area of their commune, but in Burkina Faso, 
where 80% of the population live in rural areas, they do come to realise the importance of 
paying attention to rural areas too 

 The lack of reliable data, both baseline and operating data at all levels is a fundamental 
problem 
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Box 3: 

The specific experience of the Commune of Houndé – Key results 

Better management of water services by the commune – in both urban and rural areas, in 
which a key role is played by the water and sanitation commission  

 Set up an association of standpipe caretakers in the town of Houndé, 

 Monitors the contracts delegating public water services to the ONEA and the ADAE, 

 Was a member of the ad-hoc commission to draw up a Commune Sector Development Plan 
(2010-2015) for water and sanitation and is now a member of the steering committee for its 
implementation 

 Steered the process to apply the reform of the system to manage water supply networks: 
supervision of the creation and training of water user associations, identification and training of 
hand pump repairmen, 

 Monitors contracts with women’s associations responsible for solid waste collection in the town 
of Houndé. 

Participation of the Commune of Houndé in national and even international debates on water 
supply issues: 

 Participation in conferences and workshops, 

 Chair of the Water and Sanitation Participatory Framework of the Regions of the Cascades, 
Hauts Bassins and South-West. This framework includes members of the ADAE, the federation 
of water user associations of Bobo and around 40 communes. 

 

The Commune of Houndé is very active in decentralised cooperation activities: 

 Partnership with the town of Saint Fons in France,  with water and sanitation as one of its 
priority areas, 

 A project is currently being launched to “improve decentralised water supply and sanitation 
services in 7 villages of the Commune of Houndé”. Led by the ADAE, this project is supported 
by: Saint Fons, the Greater Lyon Council, the Rhône Alpes Region, Véolia Foundation, 
PEA/GIZ and the Water Solidarity Programme (pS-Eau, France). In this context, the local water 
and sanitation commission will play a pivotal role, monitoring the setting up of water user 
associations, selecting the companies to construct seven boreholes, rehabilitate twelve and 
build latrine blocks for two schools (through a tender process). 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The Programme to improve water supply services in ten communes in Burkina Faso shifted focus 
from infrastructure to institutional capacity building. It aimed to take a truly service-oriented 
approach, rather than an access-driven approach. It was also an urban-focused project but in areas 
where the rural predominates. Perhaps the two most telling results are that access was nonetheless 
significantly improved, and that it would appear that momentum has been generated that will carry 
on to the benefit of rural areas. 

Some of the key lessons learned from this project, are listed below, and will be used certainly by 
Eau Vive in developing its projects in the future.  

 The political framework (decentralisation) and the sector programme (PN-AEPA) clearly give 
responsibility to the local authorities for water and sanitation and provide a framework within 
which to operate. This gives legitimacy to the work Eau Vive carries out to support the local 
authority – it is an approach which everyone can adhere to. It is also key for sustainability – it is 
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the nationally approved system that is being strengthened, along with the national stakeholders 
themselves. 

 Working with several communes meant they could gain strength from each other – sharing 
ideas and solutions they were able to gain confidence and take that confidence back to their 
constituencies. 

 The importance of developing a service delivery approach that ensures the local stakeholders’ 
capacities are built and that the institutional set up is strengthened – rather than these being 
add-ons or accompaniments to an infrastructure-focused project (often actually neglected). 

 The value of having a hardware component nonetheless – it provided valuable “hands-on” 
experience for reinforcing the lessons learned. 

 The importance of looking at the commune as a whole: the same people are responsible for the 
urban and rural parts, and can learn valuable lessons and skills from how they manage the 
urban part. 
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