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Abstract/Summary 

Inadequate operation and maintenance (O&M) is one of the major threats to sustainable provision of 

water services in the developing world. Several small-scale piped water supply systems have been 

developed in Uganda to serve rural growth centers, but face stiff challenges in obtaining supplies 

and services required for effective O&M.  Regional umbrella organizations were established to 

support small-scale water supply systems to address O&M challenges through economies of scale 

gained by association. The umbrella organizations to date support over 183 member schemes, with 

a total of over 22,000 connections, to provide sustainable water supply service through 

management oversight support and technical backstopping. Challenges still exist to ensure 

independent financial sustainability of the organizations and enhancement of capacity to address 

major capital replacements. Nonetheless, umbrella organizations offer hope of a sustainable 

approach to O&M support to small-scale piped water supply systems and are being rolled-out to 

cover the entire country. 

Introduction 

Small-scale piped water supply systems have become increasingly popular in rural communities in 

Uganda as settlements tend to concentrate in rural growth centers (RGCs). RGCs are defined as 

settlements with population ranges of 500 – 5,000 inhabitants. It is estimated that 85% of Uganda’s 

32.9million people is rural and about 1.7million of these reside in the RGCs. The Ministry of Water 

and Environment (MWE) estimates that there are over 840 RGCs in the country and only 246 of 

these have piped water supply systems (Government of Uganda [GoU], 2003).  GoU (2003) further 

predicted that the population in the RGCs would double by the year 2015 necessitating focused 

attention in order to meet the target of improving the rural water service coverage from current 65% 

to 77% in 2015. Small-scale piped water supply systems are indeed extensively utilized globally to 

meet water demands in peri-urban and rural areas, serving up to 2,500 connections in Kenya, as an 

example (International Finance Corporation, 2011). 

Operation and maintenance of water supply systems remains one of the most challenging aspects 

threatening sustainability of service provision (Mugabi and Njiru, 2006). O&M of piped water supply 

systems in RGCs in Uganda follows a community based approach where a water and sanitation 

committee/board oversees implementation through a scheme operator.  This approach is beneficial 

and cost-effective for managing such small-scale piped water supply systems but is limited by low 

economies of scale in obtaining required O&M supplies and services. In 2003, with support from the 

Austrian Government, the MWE piloted a concept of regional umbrella organizations as a 
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sustainable approach to mitigating the O&M challenges of these small-scale piped water supply 

systems in the RGCs. The concept has registered sufficient benefits to member schemes and offers 

optimism in sustained provision of O&M support to small-scale water supply systems. 

Description of the Case Study – Approach or technology 

In the period 1998-2003, the Government of Uganda constructed numerous water supply systems in 

RGCs in the South Western region of the country, supported by the Austrian government.  These 

systems faced a lot of challenges related to O&M as they did not receive any support from the Local 

nor the Central governments.  The schemes had limited capacity to conduct regular water quality 

tests, low revenues due to limited connections and difficulty in accessing scarce spare parts, among 

other challenges. The capacity of the MWE to provide adequate direct O&M support to all the water 

supply schemes in the country is limited by staffing and institutional capacity inadequacies (GoU, 

2008). Subsequently, consultations were held with various stakeholders such as scheme operators, 

Local Authorities, District Water Officers and Development Partners and there was consensus that 

co-operation among the water supply schemes in aspects that proved difficult for individual 

schemes be encouraged.  As a result an association of water and sanitation schemes was formed – 

the South Western Umbrella of Water and Sanitation.   

An umbrella organization is basically an association of water and sanitation boards established with 

the overall objective of enhancing sustainability of water and sanitation services through improved 

O&M of its member schemes. Umbrella organizations provide backstopping support and capacity 

building services to members through activities such as offering legal, technical, and organizational 

advice, water quality monitoring, facilitate access to scarce spare parts and tools, assist in leakage 

detection, installation and replacement of meters, and consolidated reporting to external 

stakeholders. Umbrella organizations also assist to sensitize member schemes in such matters as 

water catchment protection as shown in Figure 1 in Rwene Gravity Flow Scheme (Kabale district). 

The umbrella organizations are financed by pooling resources from member schemes through 

subscription, membership and activity fees in addition to external assistance from the Central 

Government and Development Partners. Internally generated resources have, however, remained 

insufficient to meet the organizations’ obligations, hence heavy reliance on external funding.  

Figure 1: Photograph showing catchment protection sensitisation in Rwimi 
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Institutionally, the umbrella organizations are independent entities registered with the Registrar of 

Companies as private entities limited by guarantee. A General Assembly of member schemes 

representatives is the decision making body, which elects an executive to monitor the routine 

operations of the technical staff (the secretariat). The secretariat is composed of technical and 

administrative staff (average of 5 core staff) including a Manager, Technical Officer, 

Electromechanical Assistant(s), Water Quality Analyst, Administrator/Accountant and support staff.  

The concept of independent associations for water supply services is indeed not new globally, with 

associations at different levels in different regions of the world like the German Deutcher Verein des 

Gas und Wasserfaches (DVWG), Dutch Association of Regional Water Authorities and Associations 

of Water Agencies in the different states of the USA, but its application in the rural setting has been 

rather limited. The umbrella associations’ concept is also widely used in the Austrian water sector 

and has proved very successful. Association in management of point sources has also been tried in 

Eastern Uganda, but has not lasted due to insufficient funds to achieve association objectives (GoU, 

2007). A national Association of Private Water Operators (APWO) was also established in Uganda 

in 2003, with support from the German Technical Co-operation, mainly addressing concerns of 

private water operators in larger water supply systems. 

The umbrella organizations are complemented by other regional establishments of the Ministry of 

Water and Environment in providing technical support to local governments and water supply 

systems, which include Water and Sanitation Development Facilities (WSDFs), Technical Support 

Units (TSUs) and Water Management Zones (WMZs). WSDFs support water and sanitation capital 

developments, TSUs offer general capacity building support while WMZs regulate the water 

catchments in line with the principles of integrated watershed management.    

Main results and lessons learnt 

In 2008, the MWE conducted an independent review of the umbrella organizations concept in which 

the strengths of the concept in ensuring sustainable O&M services in the RGCs were stressed 

(GoU, 2008). The major accomplishments noted with the inception of the concept include: 

i. Improved quality of water supplied through regular water quality monitoring for member 

schemes. The monitoring is conducted on a quarterly basis  

ii. Improved supply chain of scarce spare parts in terms of buying in bulk and selling to 

members on hire-purchase terms (including water pumps, generators, and other non-

standard spare parts) 

iii. Technical backstop support to member schemes through carrying out emergency repairs, in 

addition to hands-on training in management aspects. 

iv. Assisting members in procurement of competent scheme operators and contractors to 

carryout extensions and major installation of equipment,  

v. Regular inspections and reporting to MWE and other partners on the performance of the 

RGCs. Though this has not been achieved 100%, commendable progress can be reported. 

vi. Improved metering of connections which were formally at a level of about 30%. As a result 

the revenue from collections is steadily improving. 

From the experiences and benefits reaped by the schemes in the first umbrella organization in the 

South Western region, other umbrella organizations have been formed namely; the Eastern 

umbrella organization (2006) and the Mid-Western umbrella organization (2007). Two additional 
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umbrella organizations were recently registered in 2011 for the Central and Northern regions; 

however, these are not yet fully operational. Table 1 highlights the increase in number of schemes 

supported by the umbrella organizations and an indication of their annual achievements (FY 

2010/11). 

Table 1: Performance of umbrella organizations in FY 2010/11 

Umbrella 
organization  

Membership 
at inception 

Current 
membership 
(June 2011)  

Total number 
of connections 
(June 2011) 

Major achievements in FY 2010/11 

Pipeline 
extension 
(km) 

New 
connections

(d)
 

Water quality 
tests 

South western 
Umbrella of 
WATSAN 

26
(a)

 50 7,132 16.7 448 Quarterly for 
all schemes  

Eastern 
Umbrella of 
WATSAN 

35
(b)

 77 8,740 7.2 322 Quarterly for 
all schemes  

Mid-western 
Umbrella of 
WATSAN 

32
(c)

 56 6,709 5.6 357 Quarterly for 
all schemes 

Total  183 22,581 29.5 1,127  

  
(a)

Year 2003; 
(b)

Year 2006; 
(c)

Year 2007; 
 (d)

 Total connections funded by all sources available to the water systems. 

(Adapted from: GoU 2007, 2010, 2011) 

Major challenges in the implementation of the umbrella organizations concept include limited 

revenue base to run operations, currently heavily subsidized (about 80%) by Central Government 

grants. This dependency syndrome has in a way negated the original concept of independence of 

operations which would guarantee sustainability of the umbrella organizations. Capacity to support 

the schemes in major capital investments/repairs like reservoir tanks, borehole rehabilitation and 

pump replacements has also been limited. The MWE is however intensifying support to the umbrella 

organizations to enhance their capacity to offer sustained O&M support to the small-scale water 

supply systems. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The umbrella organizations model has been largely an effective mode of O&M support to small-

scale piped water supply systems in Uganda. Capacity building of individual schemes, bulk 

purchase of spare parts and improved water quality monitoring are some of the major benefits of the 

umbrella organizations. However, the effectiveness of the umbrella organizations model is 

threatened by dependency on government subsidies, drawing questions on the sustainability of the 

approach. It is anticipated that increased participation of existing and new water supply systems will 

increase the revenue base for the organizations, making them more financially viable.  

As the MWE rolls out the concept of umbrella organizations to other regions of the country, it is 

important to ensure that an optimum number of water supply systems are encouraged to subscribe 

to the respective umbrella organization in order to increase the financial viability of the 

organizations. In fact, integration of even the larger urban water supply systems in the region is 

highly recommended, though this would call for widespread institutional review.  

This review would also address the different regional support structures of the MWE for improved 

synergetic operations. The legal status of the umbrella organizations also needs to be reviewed in 

order to streamline government support to these organizations. The concept provides a feasible and 
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cost effective approach to supporting O&M activities of the numerous and growing number of small-

scale piped water supply systems in RGCs. 
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