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Abstract/Summary 

The sustainable management of small piped water schemes is becoming increasingly important as 
the share of piped water supply continues to grow in rural and semi-urban areas in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. To improve the performance of piped rural water supply systems, the Government of 
Rwanda promoted local private sector participation in the management of water service delivery.   
By 2010, 31% of these systems were managed by private operators serving approximately 1 
million people through management/lease contracts.2  The type of operators currently varies in size 
and organizational structure, from community-based associations to private entrepreneurs.  Private 
sector management of these piped water schemes has increased access and ensured efficiency 
gain; by 2009, 71% of rural people have access to a safe drinking water source (from protected 
springs and piped water).  However, challenges remain such as the huge investment gap for 
extensive network repairs, stronger involvement at the district level in terms of managing, 
monitoring and regulating the PPPs, and ensuring long-term financial and operational sustainability 
of the water supply schemes.  

Introduction 

Rural growth centers and small towns are of considerable strategic importance for economic and 
social development in Africa. Sustainable water supplies are essential to the growth of regional or 
local economic hubs, which can range from a population of 2,000 to 50,000 inhabitants. They offer 
economic opportunities and are vital in curbing rural-urban migration and the accumulation of the 
unemployed poor in the slums of large cities. Public-private partnership (PPP) arrangements have 
been one important approach that were introduced in the early 2000s in Sub-Saharan Africa to 
complement decentralization reform and improve the sustainability of piped water systems in rural 
areas and small towns in countries such as Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Rwanda, 
and Senegal. As of 2010, a quarter of piped schemes were under delegated management in these 
7 countries.3  

In Rwanda, a field review commissioned by the World Bank in 2004 found that 50% of the 
community-based piped rural water systems were nonfunctional due to poor management and 
poor cost recovery.  On average, a piped water scheme comprises of a 10-15 kilometer network, 
12 standpipes and 35 private connections serving roughly 5,000 people each.  As a response to 
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this national assessment, the Government of Rwanda implemented a policy that promotes private 
sector participation in the management of almost 850 rural piped water schemes in 27 districts.  
This national policy is also embedded in a rural water sector reform which began in 1998 when the 
Government of Rwanda developed a new strategy that aligns with its shift from more top-down 
investment planning and implementation to a more decentralized and participatory approach.  
Through a combination of loans, grants, and technical assistance activities, the World Bank 
supported the Government of Rwanda in making substantial progress in increasing access to 
potable water from 64% in between 200-2005 to 71% in 2008 in rural areas and rural growth 
centers4. Currently, 31% of these systems are managed by private operators serving approximately 
1 million people through management/lease contracts.5   

Scaling up a PPP approach – Hybrid Management/Lease Contracts 

The first ‘PPP’ in Rwanda was established in 2001 in three districts in the province of Byumba 
(Rebero, Mulindi, and Bungwe), where the local government contracted out the operations and 
maintenance (O &M) of their piped water systems to local private operators.  Some of the main 
elements of the PPP approach were:  

Simple, short-term contracts.  Contracts with 
simple terms between private operator and district, 
based on the Byumba example.  Given the novelty of 
the approach and the lack of experience by both 
districts and private operators alike, the contracts 
were a cross between management (where operators 
are responsible only for water supply operation and 
assume no commercial risks) and lease (where 
operators have to assume all commercial and some 
investment risks).  Moreover, the duration of 2 years 
was a ‘necessary compromise’ given the lack of data 
and the uncertainty of demand and willingness to pay 
in the market.   

Flexible selection criteria.  Some of the operators did not have specific experience in managing 
water supply services, but had an entrepreneurial spirit supported by basic business acumen.  
Their diverse backgrounds included former civil servants, local businessmen, small cooperatives, 
members of former water user association and informal local residents’ associations.   

Peer-to-peer learning and Learning-by-doing.  Lack of technical capacity was one of the 
significant challenges that had to be overcome at the local level.  Knowledge sharing and learning 
included exposure visits to Byumba, a national workshop in 2006 which targeted Districts to 
generate the demand, training sessions, as well as direct technical assistance by a national 
consultant, Radjab Nsabiyumva, who was originally involved in the Byumba PPPs and later hired 
by the Water and Sanitation Program to provide support to the districts and private operators.  
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Main results and lessons learnt 

A decade since the first PPPs were developed in rural Rwanda, significant positive gains have 
been achieved.  In 2009, 71% of rural people have access to a safe drinking water source (from 
protected springs and piped water) and 31% of the 850 rural water schemes are now operated by 
private operators, providing safe water to around 1 million people compared to fewer than 60,000 
in 2002.  Private connections have also increased significantly. Some private operators now 
operate hundreds of private connections though their number was insignificant when they started 
their business. For instance, Basile Musonera, a private entrepreneur in Nyamasheke district, has 
made 460 private connections since 2005 when he started to operate. COGEPRENA, a local 
cooperative, has over 860 private connections after only few years of implementation.  In terms of 
customer satisfaction, a 2009 assessment by WSP revealed that the majority of customers 
interviewed were satisfied by the service provided and the quality of water distributed.6  

Aside from improving services at the local level, the Byumba experiences yielded three main 
outcomes on the national scale: (i) it highlighted the potential of using private sector participation to 
help make public expenditures more efficient by reducing the burden of maintenance and 
rehabilitation costs and expand the services to more people; (ii) it provided a solid foundation from 
which other local PPPs could be structured; and (iii) it helped the national government go to scale, 
as it became accepted as a locally-developed approach. 

The promotion of the PPP approach in the management of rural water supply schemes in Rwanda 
has also highlighted important lessons and challenges that need to be addressed in the ongoing 
drive by the Government of Rwanda to transform its entire rural water sector through private sector 
participation.  Some of the main lessons learnt throughout the process of decentralization and 
involvement of the local private sector include:   

Potential to leverage more private sector investment. The need for more investment poses a 
significant challenge given that 30-40% of the networks require extensive repairs including those 
operated by private operators.  In spite of the terms of contract which did not allocate investment 
risks to the private sector and the contracts’ short duration of about 2 years, some private 
operators has made some investments in increasing private connections and ensuring that the 
systems keep functioning.  For example, some operators have invested up to US$ 10,000 in 
extension and network maintenance.  Thus, it is important to explore ways to blend public and 
private sector financing and distribute the investment risks among the contracting parties.  

Strengthening the enabling environment at the national level is essential but not sufficient: 
Despite the overall success of the Rwanda PPP program, some districts have faced challenges 
with premature contract termination, which is about 30%. One reason for this has been a lack of 
involvement by district leadership, which does not always fully understand the role the public must 
also play. While decentralization brought new opportunities, it also came with significant challenges 
due to the lack of technical capacity of local governments and local service providers. Districts 
understood the basic concept of a PPP but were not trained in the process of managing, 
monitoring, and regulating PPPs. Similarly, private operators were not trained in the process of 
working closely with the public sector.  

Ensuring financial and operational sustainability. There are also still a number of issues which 
need to be addressed to ensure the longer term sustainability of the PPP arrangements, such as 
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the regulatory oversight of PPP arrangements including selection criteria, contract management, 
compliance monitoring, accounting practices, and tariffs. This is expected to improve with the 
increasing involvement of the regulatory agency in rural water supply, but support and guidance by 
the sector institutions will be also needed.  A key issue for the success of the PPPs is to ensure 
financial viability by setting appropriate tariffs and regulating the amount and usage of the fees 
collected by the Districts. Viable water tariffs in rural areas tend to be relatively high, particularly in 
pumped systems. This poses a challenge for rural households and encourages the use of 
alternative, unsafe sources of water supply. Options to achieve cost recovery while keeping tariffs 
affordable include selecting appropriate technologies, grouping individual schemes, and targeting 
subsidies. Furthermore, private connections continue to be a costly option for consumers.  While 
there has been an increase in private connections for some operators, the US$170 cost is a 
tremendous burden for most customers.  It is important to explore ways to increase the number of 
connections through innovative financing mechanisms for entrepreneurs and/or households.    

Conclusions and Recommendations 

There are three concrete steps that would help ensure the sustainability of the schemes under 
private management and those that are still under community-management: (i) revise contracts to 
lengthen the duration, provide incentives for operators to assume more investment risk; (ii) improve 
infrastructure planning at the district level to help increase financial viability of schemes through 
tariff adjustments, increased investments, better allocation and transparency of the use of fees and 
strategic clustering of systems; and (iii) determine and implement tariffs that balance cost recovery 
with the local realities (type of technology, household capacity to pay, etc), and incorporate 
regulatory and oversight mechanisms (definition of performance indicators, for instance). 

In conclusion, while a lot has been achieved in Rwanda, more remains to be done. Rural water 
services have improved with decentralization and the introduction of PPPs. The new national water 
policy validated in 2010 confirms PPP arrangements as the standard approach to operating the 
piped water supply systems to deliver services, but there are still hundreds of existing systems that 
need to be contracted out and more that need to be built. Furthermore, the government needs to 
focus on ensuring the sustainability, reliability, and affordability of these services, and the wider 
issues of managing and protecting scarce water resources. This will require much more than 
simply replacing community based organizations with local private operators. Evidence from 
developed and developing countries shows that it is not so much a question of who manages the 
services, but how the service and the assets are managed.  

Private sector participation provides a promising solution to sustainable management of water 
services, but it is necessary to emphasize the two other Ps in ‘PPP’: public and partnership.  The 
continued leadership of a strong public sector in partnership with the private sector that brings 
citizens at the center of the process will be the critical success factor in the future.  
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