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Abstract/Summary 

This paper presents the experience of Eau Vive in Niger to provide support the local authorities 
(Communes) in fulfilling their new responsibilities for local water and sanitation services.  

A Local Technical Assistant for Water and Sanitation (ATC/EA in French - Assistant Technique 
Communal Eau et Assainissement) was employed by each commune in the project to support the 
Mayors and local authorities in the field, working closely with them from planning to implementation 
and monitoring, providing technical expertise and advice.  

The project took place (ends in 2011) during a particularly difficult time in Niger. Eau Vive favours 
an approach that puts the commune at the front of the project, led by the Mayor, helping them to 
assume the responsibilities devolved to them under decentralisation. This mechanism stood the 
project in good stead during the Coup d’état when the interim Government decided to relieve the 
Mayors of their functions. However, the long term sustainability of this mechanism remains to be 
seen. 

 

Introduction  

A difficult national context – The Sahel, Poverty, Water a Priority among many 

With a population of 15 million, Niger is one of the Sahel countries, characterised by the problems 
facing all the countries in this region that borders the Sahara, such as low rainfall, increasing 
desertification and deforestation. Indeed, the desert is estimated to be advancing at a rate of 6km 
per year. While the Joint Monitoring Programme (WHO/UNICEF) report of 2010 puts access to 
water in Niger at 96% in urban areas, this figure falls to 39% in rural areas, where 82% of the 
population lives. Furthermore, with the lack of upkeep and repair, existing water infrastructure is 
deteriorating which, combined with population growth rate (3.3%), means the rate of access may 
even drop.  
Water is a high priority on a political agenda that must address the myriad of problems in this 
country where all development indicators are among the lowest in the world (Niger is ranked 167th 
out of 169 countries in the 2010 UNDP human development report). It features prominently in the 
main development strategies (e.g Accelerated development and poverty reduction plan; rural 
development strategy) and there is a National Programme for Water and Sanitation 2010-2020 
(PNAEPA).  
A National Commission for Water and Sanitation (CNEA) was created in 2006, along with regional 
commissions. Made up of the national water stakeholders (ministries, academic institutions, user 
representatives etc.), their role is to support water sector policy development and monitor their 
implementation. There is also a national consultative framework made up of the government and 
development partners, which monitors strategy development and programme implementation.  
However, despite the implementation of numerous centralised programmes for water, the actions 
carried out have made little inroads to the dire situation in terms of access to safe drinking water. 

In terms of the political context, the 2002 law on decentralisation (Law 2002-012) determined the 
fundamental principles for decentralising authority to the regions, départements and communes in 
Niger, specifying their responsibilities and the resources available to them. In 2004 the first 
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municipal elections were held, and the communes officially came into being. One of the 
responsibilities transferred to the commune level is that of water service provision. 

In the rural sector, the strategy for water provision is based on ensuring all stakeholders assume 
their responsibilities, with the Government being responsible for defining water sector policy. Local 
authorities are responsible for managing local infrastructure, and may delegate operations to the 
private sector or a local water management committee. NGOs work to support these stakeholders in 
their management and supervision role. 

A lack of resources and political upheavals 

Even if sound national and decentralised frameworks are in place for the water sector, rural local 
authorities are sorely lacking in the financial and human resources to fulfil their responsibilities. For 
example, the Département of Dakora has 14 communes, and just one Government water 
department agent, who is responsible for overseeing water services for all of them. Between them 
they have a total of 1 558 modern water sources (i.e. a coverage rate of 64%), some of them up to 
150 km away from the main town of Dakoro, where the agent is based, without a car or petrol. The 
commune of Kornaka for instance, has 147 rural villages with boreholes and hand pumps or wells, 
spread across a surface area of 3 151km² that the commune should be managing. Before the 
programme the Mayor had nothing and no staff to support him in this task, the government agent 
clearly being overstretched. The local authorities at commune level are faced with a lack of both 
human resources and funding to maintain, rehabilitate, renew and extend networks or increase the 
number of boreholes and wells. 

Furthermore, in 2009 there was a coup d’état in Niger, and at the beginning of 2010 the 
Government relieved all the Mayors of their functions, appointing delegated administrators to the 
post for a transition period that lasted for a whole year. Therefore, for 12 months, the communes 
had to function without elected officials. Municipal elections were held in January 2011. 

 

Description of the Case Study 

“Water and Sanitation for Sustainable Development in 12 Communes of Niger” (PEADD-
Niger) 

In 2007, Eau Vive, launched a four-year programme with a budget of €3 694 899, focusing on water 
and sanitation in 12 communes of Niger, in collaboration with the 12 communes and 6 national 
NGOs. The project was financed by the European Union, the French Development Agency, Eau 
Vive and the communes themselves. 

Eau Vive is a French NGO, created in 1978 and active in Niger 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 presented at the RWSN Forum). 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. 

Six local NGOs (Karkara, PDB, CDR, Lafia Matassa, GADR-RA, CREPA-Niger) provided their 
expertise in local development and water and sanitation to support the local authorities and 
stakeholders, providing training, advice, coordination and on-going support throughout programme 
activities. 

The project consisted in four main components: 

1. Improvement of water supply and sanitation services (boreholes, wells, mini water supply 
networks and latrines) 

2. Surface water improvement and income generating activities 
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3. Building of local capacities (setting up and training of water committees, hygiene training, 
setting up of a communal development fund, appointment of Local Technical Assistant for 
Water and Sanitation (ATC/EA in French - Assistant Technique Communal Eau et 
Assainissement)  

4. Support interaction and participation of all stakeholders at national and international levels 
(organisation of inter-village and inter-commune meetings, setting up of local water and 
sanitation committees in each commune, study trips to other regions and countries). 

In its approach, Eau Vive puts a strong emphasis on reinforcing the capacities of the local 
authorities responsible for water services. It is by supporting and strengthening the national 
framework in place that water service coverage can improve and services become sustainable. As 
well as training, it is seen as important that the local authorities be supported throughout the project 
in actually carrying out the tasks assigned to them. 

Thus one of the mechanisms put in place in the context of the capacity building component 
was the appointment of Local Technical Assistants for Water and Sanitation (ATC/EA in 
French - Assistant Technique Communal Eau et Assainissement) within each commune. 

The objective of appointing these assistants was to strengthen the local authorities’ capacities by 
providing them with a qualified technician to assist them on matters regarding water supply and 
sanitation. The ATC/EA is on the local authorities’ payroll, with funding being provided by the project 
for the first three years (see “sustainability” below). Each equipped with a computer and a 
motorbike, the ATC/EA were able, in close collaboration also with the six local NGOs, to provide 
support to the mayor and the municipal council in overseeing and implementing project activities. 
They were a valuable asset for Eau Vive, monitoring activities on the ground and reporting back on 
progress and problems. During the period of political transition, they ensured the continuity of 
programme activities.  

 

Main results and lessons learnt 

Outputs 

 11 ATC/EA recruited by 11 communes of the programme. They were equipped (motorbikes 
and computers) to be able to support the commune in implementing the programme 
activities and in general. (1 of the 2 urban communes of Niamey in the programme did not 
deem it necessary to recruit someone, the problem of access to water being much less 
acute in urban areas). 

 The ATC/EA are technicians with 9 years of schooling and 4 years of training / education in 
the fields of water (hydraulics, drilling, hydrogeology), rural engineering or sanitation. They 
were also trained by the programme in cross-cutting themes: Integrated Water Resources 
Management and hygiene awareness-raising and communication techniques, as they are 
also required to communicate directly with the populations on these issues. 

 ATC/EA’s provide valuable support in all aspects of project activities (see outcomes below). 
 A baseline assessment of the water and sanitation situation and inventory of installations 

was completed for each commune. 
 Activity reports on water and sanitation are made annually. 
 Of the 11 communes, the experience gave very positive results in 8 communes (particularly 

the communes of Kornaka, Ouallam, Filingué, Gouré, Bosso, Gueskérou, Chétimari and 
Maïné Soroa). Three communes experienced difficulties in making the most of the 
mechanism mainly because: 

- Low level of commitment from the ATC/EA and lack of a clear understanding of the role 
he was supposed to play. In the event, the communes concerned had not followed the 
terms of reference established for the recruitment process. The project team worked to 
remedy the gaps, but these are communes where the experience was less effective, 

- Fear of the impact on the commune’s budget at the end of the project, when the ATC/EA 
is to be paid out of local funds. 
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Outcomes 

1. Smoother implementation of actions 

The ATC/EA were able to provide permanent local support for the different project activities, in the 
following ways: 

 Helping the local authorities to understand the baseline study and inventory of installations in 
their commune, and use them as a tool for planning. The ATC/EA is a technician, he can 
explain the technical aspects and help the authorities to decide on the priority actions in light 
of the baseline study. 

 In the tender process for construction work, the ATC/EA was the interface between the local 
authorities and the operator, ensuring that everyone understood the issues and technical 
aspects 

 When contracts were being drawn up, they helped the authorities to understand the different 
clauses. 

 During project implementation, the ATC/EA were constantly in the field, visiting the different 
villages and sites. It is this close monitoring that helped ensure that activities were properly 
carried out, problems noted and feedback given to the local authorities and to Eau Vive. In 
this way they were also able to speak for the populations. In certain cases they even helped 
the villagers to organise their contributions to the project, ensuring payments were made in 
time, showing their commitment to the project. 

 They were also able to ensure compliance with technical standards. 

 The ATC/EA also helped to set up the local management structures for hand pumps and 
wells, and to support the process of delegating small water supply management to private 
structures. 

2. Knowledge management and Continuity 

 Within the Commune, the ATC/EA is the “guardian of knowledge” – they have the skills and 
expertise, but also accumulate knowledge on how things are done, what decisions have been 
made and why. Thus they can represent the commune in various participatory frameworks.  

 In the political context in Niger at this time, the ATC/EA was able to continue working despite 
the Mayors having been removed, just as they will also be able to ensure continuity between 
political mandates. 

3. Monitoring 

 For Eau Vive the ATC/EA was a huge asset for the success of the project, they provided 
local, regular and professional monitoring of project actions, as well as playing the role of 
interface between the different stakeholders (service providers, regional government 
agencies, partner NGOs, etc.). 

Mr. Hassan, Head of the Infrastructure Department of the Regional Directorate for Water in 
Maradi, confirmed during a meeting that “in the 58 communes of the region, not one is like 
Kornaka, where information regarding the water situation is to hand at any moment. The 
worth of the Communal Technical Assistant has been proven beyond any doubt”. 

 

Difficulties 

Implementation of this mechanism did meet with difficulties in certain communes: 

 The project financed the salary of the ATC/EAs, but the money had to pass via the Commune 
– to reinforce the administrative link between the two. Some Mayors did not pay the salaries 
on time. 

 The resources provided for the ATC/EAs (motorbike and computer) were not always available 
when they needed them, as these would sometimes be commandeered by the Mayor who 
lacked any such resources for the commune. 

 Two ATC/EA resigned at the end of the three year period guaranteed by the project. One was 
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elected Mayor and the other found a job closer to the city. While they have not yet been 
replaced, the local authorities intend to do so. 

 

The Challenge of Sustainability 

This mechanism was set up as part of a programme and for the first three years the ATC/EAs’ 
salaries were covered by the programme, with the aim that after the project the communes would be 
convinced of the utility of such a staff member and would therefore continue their position on their 
own budget. Indeed, initially the Mayors had asked for the support of a technician, so this was 
integrated into the programme, while drawing their attention to the fact that beyond the duration of 
the programme they would need to cover the cost of their salary. This has been a constant 
preoccupation throughout the project, and Mayors have been encouraged to work on finding 
solutions. Indeed, the salary was not covered in the final year of the project, so that the teams could 
support the local authorities in making the transition. It is not easy in a context where responsibilities 
have been transferred, but not the corresponding resources. 

The project had planned to support the setting up of a local water and sanitation fund that would be 
fed by revenues from local infrastructure, in a bid to pool the resources generated by the different 
water supply infrastructure in the commune. This is also a recommendation under national policy. 
Part of this fund could have been used to pay the ATC/EA. However, political upheavals and policy 
changes seriously hindered this process, so has only been able to be begun in two communes in 
the final year of the project.  

 

Potential solutions 

Nonetheless, three communes, Ouallam, Gouri and Kornaka, have already brought the ATC/EA 
onto the official payroll of the commune, in this final year of the programme, and others are also 
planning to do so. 

In the case of Kornaka, not only is the commune convinced of the utility of the ATC/EA, but so are 
the four other communes in the Canton which have observed the success in their neighbouring 
commune. While they cannot afford one each, they have grouped together, creating an “inter-
communal” structure (Association des Communes du Canton de Kornaka), so they can all call on 
the support of the ATC/EA. In this way the ATC/EA of the commune of Kornaka has been able to 
see his job secured beyond the duration of the project. The commune of Kornaka will pay his salary, 
thanks to funds they have through decentralised cooperation partnerships, and the other communes 
will cover all indemnities and travel costs. 

Furthermore, the Government and the sector consultative framework (government and donors) are 
very interested in this approach, and would like to see it extended. Indeed, having an ATC/EA at 
commune level is complementary to the State system, with its decentralised technical agents 
working at regional level. These agents cover a larger territory, so having a local agent at the level 
of each commune itself would strengthen the national system. The Government and donors are 
thus currently considering appointing technical assistants who would cover a range of sectors, 
based on the experience of this programme. The approach could also be taken up by other NGO or 
national programmes. 

It would be important to ensure that the decentralised government technical departments at regional 
level see the ATC/EA as a link in the overall chain, and not as competitors to their own role in the 
field.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Efforts will be made as the programme draws to a close to ensure that as many of the ATC/EA as 
possible remain in place, and that proposals be made to the Government to envisage scaling up the 
mechanism to national level in the context of decentralisation in Niger. 

In conclusion, this experience has demonstrated the importance of reinforcing the capacities of the 
local authorities responsible for water services, not just in terms of training, but also in the form of 
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qualified local staff. Indeed, it is an approach that: 
 Helps the local authorities to assume their responsibilities and paves the way for creating 

skilled local technical teams in each commune, which can support local development 
actions. 

 Shows the local authorities the value of such staff, and that it is worthwhile taking the 
appropriate human resource costs into account in their budgets. 

 Contributes to preparing the commune to assume its new role and responsibilities. 
Water and sanitation programmes need to accord considerable attention to the water service 
aspects, particularly as regards the local authority’s ability to provide a good quality reliable service 
to their constituents in the long term, and this within an overall national framework. 
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