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Summary 

This paper has been prepared by the Executive Steering Com-
mittee of the Rural Water Supply Network (RWSN). It is in-
tended for donor organizations, national and local govern-
ments, private enterprises, NGOs and rural dwellers who are 
involved in raising and maintaining access to safe drinking wa-
ter in rural areas around the world.  

The last three decades have seen substantial sums invested in 
rural water services in low-income countries. As a consequence, 
globally about 700 million rural people gained access to im-
proved water supply services between 1990 and 2008. Much 
progress has been made and many lessons learned over this 
period. However, a similar number remain unserved, and a sig-
nificant proportion of those who are counted as served experi-
ence faults and failings in their services.  

This document sets out the Rural Water Supply Network’s broad 
vision for the next two decades by defining what we believe are 
the core principles upon which reliable, safe and equitable ser-
vices can be provided. The articulation of this vision will be dif-
ferent in each country and be determined by local contexts and 
priorities. Consequently the purpose of this document is to pro-
vide national policy makers, practitioners, development partners 
and water consumers with an overarching framework which can 
help them consider their own respective roles and approaches 
to the provision of water supply services to rural populations.  

Our vision is of a world in which all rural people have access to a 
sustainable and reliable water supply which can be effectively 
managed to provide sufficient, affordable and safe water within 
a reasonable distance of the home. A cornerstone of our vision 
is that once made available, such services must continue to 
serve their users indefinitely. 

To achieve this vision we must work through evolution and not 
revolution, by building on positive progress and taking the suc-
cessful lessons from what has worked, whilst heeding our col-
lective failures, to define a new way forward for all stakeholders: 
government, consumers, operators and development partners.  

We propose three core principles upon which to build this vi-
sion: 

1. Permanent, inclusive services: ensuring that we shift the 
focus from simply building water infrastructure, to providing 
permanent water services for all, constructed to high quality 
standards, that can be financed, maintained and managed 
over time. 

2. Strong national capacity and leadership: enhancing the 
institutions, expertise, professionalism, policies and systems 
which are essential for the effective management and regu-
lation of services. 

3. Coordinated, predictable and appropriately balanced 
finance: improving the coordination of external aid and its 
fit to national government frameworks, while ensuring that 
investments are more appropriately balanced between capi-
tal and recurrent expenditures. 

The paper elaborates on these principles and calls on national 
and local governments, development partners, NGOs, the pri-
vate sector and water consumers each to play their part in 
achieving the vision of rural water services for all. 
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Box 1 Why rural water supply? 

In a rapidly urbanising world, in which sanitation coverage 
significantly lags behind that of water supply, the case for a 
focus on rural water has to be established. 

The rural population in the less developed regions still exceeds 
the urban population, and according to the UN World Urbani-
sation Prospects this situation is only likely to change after 
about 2020. Current projections suggest that in 2020 less de-
veloped regions will be home to about 3 billion people each in 
rural and urban settings (out of a global population of about 
7.8 billion). In Asia and Africa, the populations will remain pre-
dominantly rural until about 2025 and 2030 respectively.  

According to JMP statistics2, rural improved water supply cov-
erage (at 76% in 2008 in developing regions) still lags signifi-
cantly behind the corresponding urban figure (94%). As a con-
sequence, 5 in every 6 people who still do not enjoy an im-
proved water supply live in rural areas.  

More than 1 billion rural people are currently served by point 
sources, mainly handpumps. These are widely recognised to 
pose significant operational challenges. It is far easier to pro-
vide a service in the first place than to keep it working indefi-
nitely. 

Finally, we do not pit water supply against sanitation in terms 
of their relative importance for human health and well-being. 
Both are urgently needed by many hundreds of millions of 
people. Nor do we argue that a focus on rural water supply 
should eclipse the equally important need for water and sani-
tation services in unplanned urban settlements.  

However, the 740m rural people globally who do not yet enjoy 
an improved water supply, and the billion plus whose services 
pose continuing management and recurrent financing chal-
lenges, justify many lifetimes of service by those who work to 
enhance rural water provision. 

 

1. The need and the imperative 

Despite significant progress, the most recent global statistics1 
for water supply coverage estimated that 884 million people 
lacked access to a safe sustainable water supply service in 2008. 
Despite rapid urbanisation and the fact that more than 50% of 
the world’s population now inhabits towns and cities, in the 
developing world the majority of the population and 5 in every 
6 of the unserved still live in rural areas. Globally about 740 mil-
lion2 rural people remain unserved with an adequate water sup-
ply (Figure 1). Fifty-five percent of these people live in Asia and 
37% in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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In relation to domestic water supply (water for home use, in-
cluding drinking, cooking, personal and home hygiene, and 
small-scale productive uses around the home) there are six at-
tributes of a water service which people everywhere desire. Pay-
ing more attention to these needs can help us better under-
stand the perspectives of end users. As we argue later in this 
paper, water professionals have not always fully recognised 
what water users desire, require and value in their water supply 
service. These may be summarised as Ready Access, Sufficient 
Quantity, Adequate Quality, Acceptable Reliability, Affordability 
and Ease of Management (Box 2). 

 

2. Learning from the past 

Immense progress has been achieved in rural water provision 
with a sum in the order of $50 billion invested in the developing 
world between 1990 and 20083. The community management 
model has been promoted successfully in many countries, and 
the fact that up to two-thirds of water supply systems are func-
tioning at any one time is testament to its (partial) success. 
Nevertheless the verdict on our performance has to be a quali-
fied ‘could do better’. Despite the real progress, neither the UN 
International Drinking Water and Sanitation Decade target of 
services for all by 1990, nor the Safe Water 2000 target of ser-
vice for all by 2000 were met, and the much less ambitious MDG 
target for water (which aims to halve the proportion of the 
population remaining unserved between 1990 and 2015) is 
likely to be only barely achieved globally, while being missed in 
key regions such as sub-Saharan Africa.  

Looking to the future, we must learn from both the positive 
lessons and the less encouraging experiences of the past, scale 
up good practice and approaches and make sure mistakes are 
not repeated. Among the positive lessons we can point to the 
following: 

 Community management: when properly implemented 
and accompanied in the long-term by strong post-
construction support services, community management can 
work and is still a viable model. Where community man-
agement is fully embedded into policy and legislation this 
approach to management can be an effective way of em-
powering rural consumers and of increasing local account-
ability. 

 Post-construction support: a number of relatively success-
ful post-construction support models exist based on both 
top-down government systems as well as systems where as-
sociations of committees operate on a more demand-driven 
basis to provide support to member communities. Post-
construction support can provide essential services, bringing 
an economy of scale to individual systems or communities, 
and provides a link with external resources and expertise. 

 Private sector participation: although relatively few in 
number, there are good examples of local private operators 
bringing greater levels of professionalism and economies of 
scale to rural water services. Such local contracting and 
delegated management is improved where legislation and 
mandates are clearly defined. 

 Improved approaches to financing at community-level: 
there are examples of community-level financing mecha-
nisms that can accelerate the speed and efficiency of system 
construction, as well as creating much stronger accountabil-
ity between communities and contractors. 

 

Box 2 What water consumers want 

 Access to water has two aspects. The first is physical, the second 
social. Ready access means that water should be available very 
close to (though not necessarily in) the home, with no discrimi-
nation or social exclusion on grounds of caste, socio-economic 
status, disability, disease, age, or any other cause. Consumers 
value close and unrestricted access to water; they wish to limit 
the time and energy burden imposed by poor access. 

 The question of what constitutes a sufficient quantity varies 
across societies, and it is a changing (generally increasing) fig-
ure. Moving from survival quantities (less than 5 litres per per-
son per day) to generally accepted norms for minimum accept-
able per capita consumption (20-50 litres per day) would still 
leave consumers in rural areas of developing countries well be-
hind consumption levels of wealthy consumers in industrialised 
and urbanised societies (where per capita daily consumption is 
generally 150 litres and above). Almost universally, consumers 
wish to increase their consumption, and given the opportunity 
they do so. 

 The concept of good water quality often includes aesthetic 
aspects – taste, appearance, smell – and it may incorporate sci-
entific aspects such as an understanding of organic and inor-
ganic chemical species and microbiological constituents. Con-
sumers tend to be more concerned about aesthetic aspects, 
while water professional tend to be more concerned with scien-
tific aspects. These differing concerns between consumers and 
professionals find an area of overlap however, so the situation is 
not black-and-white4. Consumers wish to drink and cook with 
water of acceptable quality, in whatever terms they define that. 

 Acceptable reliability means that when a consumer visits a 
water point, (s)he hopes or expects to be able to take water at 
the time of the visit. If the water point is not functioning, or if 
the discharge is so low as to effectively render the water point 
non-functional, that is not acceptable. Acceptable reliability 
does not necessarily mean on-demand 24/7 supply, but it does 
imply an acceptable predictability of supply. Consumers require 
water to be available at the time they access the water point, 
without excessive waiting times or uncertainty about availability. 

 Affordability is a major stumbling block. In nearly all nations 
consumers are expected to pay for some of the costs of water 
supplied from an engineered source or system. Often govern-
ments or donors pay for initial capital investment, but long-term 
rural water tariffs rarely reflect true costs. There are major con-
straints to increasing tariffs either because of low willingness 
and/or ability to pay or because of practical difficulties in raising 
and managing revenues at community level. Consumers have 
expectations of minimum service levels, but they are often un-
able or unwilling (or both) to shoulder the full running costs of 
the service. 

 The norm for much rural water supply in developing countries is 
community management; in some countries private operators 
or enterprises may be involved. There is much evidence emerg-
ing now5 that while community management has achieved 
much, it has its limits. If serious technical failures occur in water 
supply systems, or difficulties arise in the management commit-
tees, often community management is unable to cope ade-
quately. There is a clear need for either (a) external support to 
community management6, or (b) removal of the management 
burden as a public or private operator takes responsibility for 
system management and the consumers pay an appropriate 
tariff for the service. Consumers are able to provide a certain 
level of management input, but there are limits to this capacity. 
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Figure 1 Global rural population, with numbers served and not 
served (source JMP, 2010) 
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 Improved coordination of financing flows at macro-
level: pooled or basket funding can provide greater stability 
of funding over time and help to reduce transaction costs of 
individual donor-recipient relationships. Such funding 
mechanisms also help in the move away from individual 
projects to more consistent long-term programmes of work. 

 Institutional reform and decentralisation: changes in pol-
icy and the trend towards decentralisation can lead to the 
successful separation of institutional mandates (e.g. separa-
tion of service provision from regulation), greater account-
ability between entities with responsibility for funding, plan-
ning and operation and allow for more local accountability. 
Such reforms have often gone hand in hand with the move 
toward Sector Wide Approaches which can result in stronger, 
more viable government institutions and leadership. 

 Monitoring: despite generally poor data availability and 
reliability, there are some exceptions which show how moni-
toring of both physical systems and the services that are de-
livered (and in a minority of cases, the service providers 
themselves) can be achieved and how this in turn can result 
in aggregate improvements and a greater focus on per-
formance management. 

Conversely, there are a number of failures and important les-
sons that should caution us in our future direction of travel. The 
following generic lessons can be useful to heed: 

 Coverage and the numbers game: in many countries there 
has been an obsession with coverage – building new sys-
tems - to the detriment of long-term sustainability, in part 
driven by the numerical targets of the UN Drinking Water 
Supply and Sanitation Decade (1981-90) and subsequent 
initiatives (Safe Water 2000 and the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals). The much more challenging aspects are those 
which concern long-term management, post-construction 
support and financing, and the wider aspects of functional 
and environmental sustainability. 

 Misplaced investment: external funding – and also gov-
ernment funding – have almost universally focused on the 
capital costs of new systems and community mobilisation 
during ‘implementation’. But the growing evidence from re-
cent research7 indicates the capital and recurrent costs of ru-
ral water services often lie in the ratio of 25:75. Donors and 
governments have been largely subsidizing – often up to 90 
or even 100% of the capital costs (the smaller part), whilst 
responsibility for the much larger recurrent costs, including 
large capital maintenance, falls on the shoulders of consum-
ers, most of whom struggle to meet minor operating costs. 

As coverage rates climb, such a bias towards only support-
ing capital expenditure, whilst not addressing the growing 
recurrent costs, increasingly is threatens sustainability. 

 Recognition of the importance of reliability, afforda-
bility and management: past projects and programmes 
have recognised to a greater or lesser extent the importance 
of access, quantity and quality, but they have largely ne-
glected the aspects of reliability, affordability and manage-
ment. All six dimensions set out in the first section of this 
paper are important, but we have neglected half of them. 
For rural water services to be fit-for-purpose, all six dimen-
sions matter. 

 Subsidies and affordability: In many countries there is 
confusion over subsidies and more importantly big gaps in 
understanding the true cost of delivering services. Commu-
nities may be expected to contribute towards the capital 
costs on the principle that this demonstrates demand and 
establishes a sense of ownership. However this requirement 
is commonly waived and in other cases it is paid by a con-
tractor, local politician or wealthy individual. Recurrent costs 
of operation and maintenance are expected to be borne by 
water consumers, whereas there is rarely any systematic at-
tempt to estimate the actual revenues required, household 
contributions normally being based on a perception of abil-
ity to pay. The costs of replacement of major physical assets 
(capital maintenance) are hardly ever considered. The possi-
bility of subsidy of recurrent costs is rarely considered ex-
plicitly, although some Governments invest heavily (and in-
efficiently) in rehabilitation work as a consequence of the 
absence of plans for systematic repairs and maintenance of 
physical assets.  

 Reform and decentralisation: where the processes of re-
form and decentralisation have been rushed or not man-
aged well, there are examples of institutional paralysis, 
whereby roles and mandates remain unclear – or contested 
– for years and progress is stalled. Equally, there are many 
cases of decentralised government not having the resources 
or capacities to effectively ensure improved services, result-
ing in little if any improvement over previously more central-
ised approaches.  

 Development partner fragmentation: in more aid-
dependent countries the lack of coordination between devel-
opment partners and failures to work with Government sys-
tems can cause many problems and lead to fragmentation, 
undermining the primacy of government. In spite of interna-
tional commitments to improving aid effectiveness8 there is 
often competition rather than collaboration, and the contin-
ued failure of external agents to harmonise with each other 
and align with nationally-owned policies. Such donor-led or 
donor-dominated landscapes tend to smother or disincentiv-
ise national leadership and growth over the long term. 

 Limited national capacity: a consequence of donor domi-
nance, and of limited opportunities for national profession-
als to carry out their own research and development, to 
learn and to innovate, is that national capacity fails to ma-
ture. Professionals in low-income countries do not always 
see water and sanitation as a high profile and vibrant arena 
in which to exercise their talents. This situation is often re-
flected by the low priority given to rural water by Ministries 
of Finance. 

In looking back over the past three decades or so, ‘business-to-
date’ has achieved much, but it has reached its limits. In future 
we must provide services for all which are truly fit-for-purpose, 
while addressing the challenge of sustainability effectively. We 
must move from a fragmented approach to one which is truly 
harmonised and aligned to nationally-driven and owned poli-
cies. In the following sections of this report we look to that fu-

Increase in rural 
population of 350 
million 

700 million increase despite 
rural population growth of 
12% in same period

Absolute numbers not 
yet served have fallen 
by almost a third – but 
still 740 million to go 
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ture, starting by describing some of the likely scenarios and 
trends which may shape the environment in which we work. We 
go on to present our guiding principles in greater detail, setting 
out the way forward, and end the paper with a call to action and 
a number of concrete steps for different actors. 

 
3. The way forward 

Future trends 

As well as learning from the past, we must try to anticipate the 
future. In order to set out the principles and frameworks for a 
new vision for rural water we must consider the likely trends 
and stresses so that we can ensure that our path, which evolves 
from past successes, is fit for purpose and will be robust enough 
to meet these challenges. Some of these are broader trends 
which affect whole nations and economies, while others are 
more specific to rural water supply. 

The trend towards urbanisation will have continuing and deep-
rooted consequences for rural societies in the developing world. 
The out-migration, particularly of young men, will mean chang-
ing demographics in rural areas with increasing numbers of 
female headed households and a loss of human resources 
meaning that communities will be less able to cope with the 
management of their systems. This may act as a driver for alter-
native management arrangements, however, it may also mean 
that rural societies continue to get poorer and are therefore less 
able to pay for externally provided goods and services. 

Rural water supply has seen consistent levels of under-funding 
when compared to urban areas. This lack of attention by gov-
ernments and donors over the past twenty years or so means 
that the majority of investment and much of the focus of reform 
has been on urban water supply. For example, prior to 2003 
only 20% of the African Development Bank (AfDB) group in-
vestment has been into rural water and sanitation (AfDB/OWAS, 
2010). Although there have been efforts to redress this balance 
– for example, the AfDB’s own rural water supply and sanitation 
initiative – it is likely that such funding imbalances will remain 
significant, in large part because rural people often lack a strong 
political voice.  

Perversely for rural water, as things get better, they may also get 
worse. By this we mean that as coverage increases, the profile 
of both funding and operational requirements change, with an 
increasing need to address long-term support and fund the 
recurring costs, instead of the more politically expedient capital 
expenditures. There are already some good examples of where 
this change has been successfully managed at scale, and the 
balance between costs will be different for different countries, 
but there will, overall, be the need to spend more to meet these 
greater costs.  

The issue of sustainability however extends beyond investment. 
The role of rural water supply institutions themselves will have 
to change from a focus on new construction to one of man-
agement, support, guidance and monitoring.   

As coverage levels increase, with the bulk of gains being made 
in the less remote and more densely populated rural areas, it is 
the hard to reach populations which will be the challenge in the 
years to come; the most remote, the poorest, those living with 
the more complex and challenging water resources. It is these 
difficult to serve populations that will require flexibility, inno-
vation and adaptation on the part of rural water professionals.  

Over time we are likely to see further environmental stress on 
water resources which will pose challenges, both in terms of 
finding the right technological solutions to problems and with 
respect to planning and coordination. Water scarcity planning, 
better integrating domestic and small scale production and use 

with the much larger users of water in integrated watershed 
management, and consideration of multiple sources of water 
supply for domestic consumption will all be part of longer-term 
solutions.   

Over the next twenty years we are likely to see changes in the 
scope and focus of development aid. Although this is inexora-
bly linked to global economic performance, and hence the ca-
pacity of donor countries to continue to spend on aid, one of 
the important changes which we can confidently predict is that 
investments in sanitation will continue to grow as a specific 
area of focus. We are also hopeful that the lack of sustainability 
in rural water supply services will continue to rise up the 
agenda, particularly in those countries which have managed to 
reach a relatively high level of coverage9.  

Development aid itself is already changing with China and other 
rapidly growing economies such as India, Colombia and some 
of the Middle-Eastern states becoming regional donors in their 
own right,. Despite the hoped for global recovery there will con-
tinue to be differential levels of economic and social develop-
ment between regions and countries. Many African countries 
are likely to experience high levels of economic growth on pa-
per but most will remain low-income countries for the next dec-
ade, with corresponding low levels of access to water and sani-
tation services. Most countries in Latin America and Asia are 
likely to consolidate themselves as middle-income countries, 
nevertheless having important pockets of poverty and big gaps 
between the relatively rich and poor. Because of the size of their 
populations, in absolute terms these poor populations will re-
main very large in Asia. 

It is important to keep these trends and scenarios in mind as we 
consider the underlying approaches to providing safe, reliable 
and permanent water services to the rural poor. In the next sec-
tion we assess how we will need to do things differently and 
what the implications of such change are likely to be.  

Finding the way forward - what needs to change? 

The challenges facing rural water are multiple and significant. 
Change can be brought about, but it will not happen overnight. 
The failure to achieve over-ambitious targets in the past should 
remind us that. The new way of working must lead us on a pro-
gressive and deliberate shift away from the shortcomings of the 
past. In this vision paper we have advocated three main princi-
ples that can guide this change process:  

1. The delivery of permanent services which meet the needs 
of all. 

2. Strong national capacity and leadership. 

3. Coordinated and balanced financial flows. 

1. PERMANENT, INCLUSIVE SERVICES 
For many years – and even decades – interventions in rural wa-
ter have been characterised by short-term thinking and plan-
ning. Donor programmes come and go. Non-governmental 
Organisations may maintain their programmes in a country or 
region for longer, but their capacity to operate is often dictated 
by funding cycles from the same donor organisations and when 
the money dries up they are forced to move on. To date there 
has been very limited private sector equity investment in rural 
water services, given the absolute limits on profitability. But we 
must all make the move away from short-term planning to an 
emphasis on permanent services for all future investments and 
interventions.  

Working within this principle means that all rural water organi-
sations need to make greater efforts to listen to consumers, 
understand what their priorities are and be held accountable for 
meeting such priorities as far as is practicable. But what might 
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this look like on the ground, recognising that there are already 
existing examples of good practice? Various measures will be 
needed, to extend access, to assure water security, to enhance 
management, to assure adequate financing and to set in place 
appropriate monitoring arrangements. 

 Extending access. Employ truly demand-responsive ap-
proaches whereby communities make informed choices re-
garding their participation, service level, technology and 
management and financing mechanisms. For the hardest to 
reach populations, more flexibility is needed to consider ap-
proaches such as self-supply, i.e. incremental improvements 
in water supplies financed and implemented by households 
themselves. 

 Assuring domestic water security. Integrate water re-
source management and adopt a holistic approach to 
achieve drinking water security, so overcoming current and 
future challenges related to water quantity and quality. 
Adopt a planning approach based on village water security 
planning backed up by higher levels of government.  

 Assuring construction quality. Poor construction quality 
makes subsequent management and maintenance very diffi-
cult. It is essential that high standards of construction quality 
are set and adhered to, through good supervision and con-
tract management, and high levels of technical education 
and training.  

 Enhancing management. In some cases this will mean a 
transition from (supported) community management to 
employed professional services and corresponding con-
sumer tariffs. Better standards and more effective manage-
ment will deliver a higher level of service, with more reliable 
supplies and better quality water. It may be increasingly ap-
propriate to adopt a contracting approach between asset 
owner and service provider to clarify roles and responsibili-
ties. Clearly defined policies and legislation will need to be 
disseminated to all regarding the ‘rules of the game’ for 
consumers, operators and authorities, both for new infra-
structure and long-term post-construction support. Where 
feasible, the providers of hardware and equipment should 
be linked to long-term operation and maintenance, or hold 
asset maintenance contracts. 

 Assuring adequate financing. Many of the poorest con-
sumers will require (cross)-subsidies to ensure connection to 
a service (capital costs) and long-term access (recurrent 
costs). However, they will still continue to contribute in cash 
and in kind for both. Such subsidies may take place within 
individual community tariffs, between urban and rural or 
through broader taxes or transfers. To enhance ability to 
pay, implementing organisations need to link water service 
improvements to effective rural poverty reduction pro-
grammes which enhance savings, income-generating poten-
tial and actual cash incomes10. 

 Monitoring of outcomes not outputs. We need to alter 
monitoring practices to include measures of long-term ser-
vice provision, as well as simple coverage indicators. 

2. STRONG NATIONAL CAPACITY AND LEADERSHIP 
Long-term change will not be possible if development partners 
continue to eclipse the leadership and management capacity of 
national stakeholders. National policies and strategies should 
not be dominated or dictated by external agents, however good 
their intentions. Development partners bring resources and 
valuable experiences of good practice from other country con-
texts, but ultimately nationally owned rural water programmes 
will not be able to develop when they are constantly being con-
fused by a multiplicity of external ideas.  

Building national capacity means actions at all levels, not just in 
the village or rural growth centre. It means improving incentives 
and training and making the rural water professions vibrant 
working environments. It means attracting the best people into 
the public civil service and making the rural water arena attrac-
tive to national private sector operators. It means improving the 
status of the professions more widely, both within government 
and civil society. This is the only real option if we want to see 
mature, strong and adaptive national capacity emerging over 
the long-term. What would this look like after twenty years of 
improving capacity and strong leadership? Rural water would be 
characterised by strong vision and status, professional and ca-
pable service providers in the public and private sector, and a 
learning culture. 

 A strong national vision. Clear leadership from national 
entities – not only government – setting out the levels of 
service citizens are entitled to and who is responsible for 
what, including expectations for external development part-
ners. 

 Status and professionalism. The ability of the water minis-
try and the collective sector (i.e. civil society groups, net-
works, research and consumers) to represent itself on the 
national stage, and particularly to have a stronger relation-
ship with ministries of finance. Well trained and appropri-
ately remunerated central ministry or agency staff, taking 
pride in their work and able to operate within the political 
economy of government and society more broadly. 

 Capable and equipped local government. Continued de-
centralisation of authority, resources and mandate, coupled 
with skills to enable local government to play their key roles 
in planning, coordination and oversight. 

 A culture of training and learning. Capacity development 
is never a one-off. Staff and partners able to continue im-
proving their skills and their capacity to learn and innovate 
and to support research and testing, both of technologies 
and policy applications. 

 An enabled private sector. Legislation and support mecha-
nisms should be in place to encourage participation of pri-
vate operators and other service providers when these are 
appropriate. At the same time consumers need to be pro-
tected by some form of oversight or regulation. Subsidies 
may be required to catalyse small local private enterprises to 
participate.  

3. COORDINATED, PREDICTABLE AND APPROPRIATELY 
BALANCED FINANCE  

In order to support services on the ground and to help build 
capacity, external actors, both the funders and the ‘implemen-
ters’, need to be better coordinated, both between themselves 
and with national government priorities and policies. Rural wa-
ter tends to be much more heavily dominated by bi-lateral do-
nors and multi-lateral financing agencies than the urban water 
arena11. Unfortunately, such aid delivery still tends to be rather 
fragmented and is not always coordinated with national gov-
ernment programmes12. Consolidated data for NGOs and char-
ity financing is not as readily available, but field experience tells 
us that unwillingness to align with government programmes is 
an even greater challenge for some of these groups. A second 
part of this principle addresses the issue of capital investment 
versus long-term, recurrent expenditures and the financing re-
quired to meet these costs. If all players worked towards this 
principle, the situation might look different than in many cases 
today, although we know of good examples of how this change 
is already taking place. In particular, rural water would be char-
acterised by effective coordination, predictable funding, an ap-
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propriate balance of capital and recurrent investments and ef-
fective funding mechanisms. 

 Coordinated development partners all pulling together. 
Development partners – large and small alike – can coordi-
nate their support to rural water through appropriate 
mechanisms and platforms to avoid duplication and to get 
behind national visions and strategies. 

 Stable financial planning horizons. Where countries de-
pend heavily on external aid, this is delivered on a timely 
and predictable basis, and when combined with govern-
ment’s own resources from general taxation and consumer 
tariffs, financial planning can be secured over many years 
rather than for the short-term only. 

 Balanced funding flows. Allocation of finance at national 
level is properly balanced between capital investments to 
meet coverage targets and recurrent expenditures required 
to keep services flowing indefinably. This balance of financ-
ing will be different in different countries and depend on the 
extent of coverage, age of rural water infrastructure assets 
and capital maintenance requirements. 

 Efficient funding mechanisms. Financial mechanisms at 
macro level, such as basket funding, that allows for long-
term planning and the capacity to blend different sources of 
funding to meet different cost categories. Efficient funding 
mechanism also made available at local level to support op-
erators, such as rotating loan funds.  

 
4. Call for action 

The performance of rural water services is changing for the bet-
ter. Governments are taking increasing ownership of their poli-
cies and programmes. Donors are investing in developing ca-
pacity and are increasingly aligning with national priorities. But 
there is still a long way to go and many aid agencies and chari-
ties continue to invest in one-off projects and to ignore the 
more holistic requirements and the time-independence of a 
true service. We can accelerate positive progress by advocating 
for some basic changes in behaviour or approach. 

To national governments 

Provide vision, leadership and high profile for rural water ser-
vices, with clarity about roles and responsibilities, policies and 
approaches to be followed by all players. Facilitate and 
strengthen public and private sector service providers, and es-
tablish clear regulatory frameworks. Make clear what services 
consumers can expect, and put mechanisms in place to hear 
and respond to the voice of consumers. Build skills so that work 
can be undertaken in a professional manner. Monitor rural wa-
ter outcomes, with a focus both on coverage and on the sus-
tainability of services. 

To development partners funding rural water supply 

Develop in-depth and detailed understanding of the contexts and 
environments into which investments are made. Design invest-
ments that support permanent services not just projects or pro-
grammes. Combine capacity development with financial invest-
ment. Commit to long-term and reliable funding assistance rec-
ognizing that developing capacity and skills takes time and stable 
planning requires reliable funding streams over 15 to 20 year 
time horizons, not three to five years as is currently the case. Ac-
knowledge and address the importance of recurrent funding 
streams to ensure permanence of rural water supply services. 

To local government authorities 

Fully participate in the development and updating of national 
policies, procedures and standards. Ensure that national proce-

dures and standards are understood and followed at local level. 
Lobby for adequate resources to progressively realise sustain-
able services for all consumers within area of operation. Take 
active steps to enhance skills and knowledge through sharing of 
expertise with other local government authorities and national 
stakeholders. Encourage local private sector involvement, but 
recognise that in most contexts these operators may not be 
self-sustaining financially and they too may need subsidies and 
incentives, and regulation by strong public authorities. 

To implementing partners, NGOs and charities 

Coordinate and align implementation programmes with gov-
ernment planning at national and decentralised levels (regions, 
districts and municipalities). Actively find out about country 
norms, standards and guidelines for both technical aspects (eg 
type of pump or design of piped systems) and ‘soft aspects’ 
such as tariff levels and capital contributions and respect them. 
In the case of community management, ensure that support 
mechanisms are in place and funded adequately. Commit to 
long-term monitoring of sustainability of service delivery as part 
of coordinated efforts with government. 

To the private sector 

Share with other actors the powerful and rewarding goal of 
meeting a basic human need in a professional manner. Collabo-
rate with government, NGOs and water consumers in providing 
goods and services which help to build a sustainable future. 
Operate to the highest professional standards while recovering 
direct and indirect costs and fair but not excessive profits. Work 
to government norms and standards, and strive to raise these 
standards progressively. Associate with other private sector 
players to achieve an effective voice and contribution to the 
supply of rural water.  

To consumers 

Participate as fully as possible in decision-making about service 
level, technology, management and financing mechanisms. 
Recognise the necessity for financial tariffs which reflect the true 
costs of rural water services. Articulate needs and demands for 
improvements to services, while being willing to participate in 
the management of services, or contribute to the costs of public 
or private service providers. Be increasingly willing to see your-
self as a customer rather than simply a beneficiary. 

 
5. Postscript 

Much has been achieved in the past three decades and many 
new water systems have been inaugurated over this time. Eve-
ryone rejoices when the ribbon is cut, but many fewer seem to 
notice when systems start to break down – except for rural con-
sumers of course. So there is still a long way to go and the chal-
lenge of making sure these systems continue to deliver a reli-
able, safe supply of water that everyone can access remains a 
significant one. Changing the way we do business will be com-
plex and not always easy. Likewise, predicting the future is not a 
science and whilst we can be sure of some trends, there are 
other factors that we cannot know today. But we can all make 
the effort to change the way we work and to strive towards a 
future where all rural people can permanently access and afford 
a water service. 

This document sets out our vision for this future. We have delib-
erately set this out to stimulate debate amongst those who work 
passionately for rural people, both as members of the RWSN and 
beyond. It is hoped that this will inspire your work and help you 
to reflect on what has worked, where we have fallen down, and 
how we can all move forwards. We share a vision of the future in 
which all rural people enjoy a sufficient, accessible, safe, reliable, 
affordable, and well-managed water supply service.  
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You can send your contributions to the RWSN secretariat 
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