
UNC Water and Health Conference side event // Policy implications for strengthening 
local systems for professionalized maintenance in rural water supply

Thursday, October 29, 2020 from 9:00 – 10:15 am EDT / 13:00 – 14:15 GMT
Register at go.unc.edu/waterhealth2020 // Access side event here 

There is growing evidence that high quality, professional maintenance services can be delivered to sustain water supply 
services, resulting in significantly improved outcomes for rural communities.  But what will it take for governments and their 
development partners to support the establishment, financing and expansion of such services?  Join us as we share emerging 
lessons from the USAID-funded Sustainable WASH Systems (SWS) Learning Partnership.  We’ll hear from governments, 
regulators, and donors in Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda as they work to strengthen the national and local systems that can help 
us tackle the water supply maintenance challenge in reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Background // As rural water supply coverage rates increase in many countries, attention is increasingly focused on 
finding effective mechanisms to ensure this initial access is sustained over time, including the maintenance of water supply 
schemes.  In many countries, maintenance has largely taken the form of voluntary community-based management (CBM), 
with communities shouldering the burden of technical and organizational tasks with limited, if any, support from external 
agencies or local government.  Without adequate technical, financial, and management capacities, this CBM approach has 
largely struggled to ensure that rural water supply infrastructure is properly maintained, with ‘fix-on-failure’ becoming the 
default approach in most cases.  This has resulted in chronic functionality challenges—at any given time, more than 30% of 
hand pumps are often out of service—lengthy downtimes between repairs, and unnecessary costs.  This ultimately leads to 
failure to achieve the desired improvements that access to reliable and safe sources of water can bring.  Additionally, efforts 
to engage, support, and regulate hundreds—and often thousands—of dispersed community-based providers has proven to 
be a major challenge.  

But over the past five years and more, a number of alternative approaches to providing professionalized maintenance have 
emerged, often involving the aggregation of water supply schemes under larger, geographically based arrangements with 
professional providers.  We have developed insights into these maintenance approaches, which range from circuit-rider type 
models to fee for service or guaranteed service approaches, which seek to pool risk across an operating area; these include 
FundiFix (Kenya) and Whave (Uganda).  Some of these models can deliver high levels of performance (e.g., mid-90% average 
functionality rates and repair times of less than three or four days), which are far better than conventional CBM approaches.  
But most still operate at a relatively small scale and require significant subsidies, often provided by development aid, to bridge 
the gap between service revenue and overall operating costs.  
    
Strengthening the system to better support professionalized maintenance // This session, hosted by USAID’s Center 
for Water Security, Sanitation and Hygiene and SWS, is designed to share insights into the systems that underpin promising 
maintenance models.  SWS has been researching and applying different systems-based methods to better understand system 
characteristics at the local level that appear to enable—or constrain—the functioning of promising maintenance models.  Our 
research seeks to identify and understand common actors and factors, and how they interact within the boundary of each 
local water system, which in most cases is the decentralized administrative level of local government (e.g., a district, county, 
commune, or woreda), but has important links with higher national level systems.
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http://go.unc.edu/waterhealth2020
https://waterandhealthconference.pathable.co/meetings/virtual/LpuX8rgiNw6ow5cGp
https://www.globalwaters.org/sws
https://www.globalwaters.org/resources/assets/sws/sustaining-rural-water-comparative-study-maintenance-models-community-managed
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQcqifPuNU8
https://www.whave.org/


Emerging findings on system characteristics that support professionalized maintenance // This session will present 
emerging findings and trends from SWS research in three countries about common factors and actor behaviors across 
multiple systems that appear to be critical for supporting the emergence and scaling up of professionalized maintenance 
provision, including:

           Enabling environment 

• Enabling policy or legislation, to recognize and 
support professional maintenance providers, with 
clear differentiation of roles and responsibilities among 
government, private sector, community and other non-
state actors

• Regulation as a core system building block for provision 
of professionalized maintenance service, particularly for 
enforcing agreed upon service operating areas, deterring 
the actions of NGOs which may undermine efforts, and 
normalizing common tariff regimes, as well as for assessing 
performance of providers themselves

• Improved accountability practices at the consumer/
community level and respect for contractual obligations. 
These can be strengthened by using performance 
metrics and adopting new technologies, (e.g., metering 
prepayment systems, and remote sensor monitoring of 
service levels)

           Financing & risk

• Transparent and robust mechanisms to subsidize 
maintenance services—supported by formal policy or 
legislation if necessary—by blending different sources of 
financing (tariff revenue, public funding and private sector 
financing). These are critical to support professionalization, 
as least in the short- to medium-term and to allow 
emergent initiatives to reach economies of scale

• Results-based financing at the operational level, including 
incentivizing mechanics for uptime, which is necessary 
to transition from fix-on-failure to continuity of service, 
reducing downtime and increasing willingness to pay 

• Clarified asset ownership and predetermined allocation 
of risk and responsibilities for repair and asset renewal 
costs between communities, maintenance providers, and 
the government

           Actor roles & behaviors 

• The role of local government as the main actor in regulating and overseeing professionalized maintenance, recognizing 
that they often require greater support from central government and development partners to best play their role in 
enabling the conditions for maintenance providers to function effectively

• Recognition that politicians and political processes (e.g., electioneering), can be a major threat to the stability of a 
local systems and efforts to establish—and pay for—professionalized maintenance services; but that politics can also be 
harnessed as an enabling and positive force if channeled in a constructive way

• Recognition that while they can provide valuable support, donors (both through large-scale investment programs and 
smaller scale NGO actions) can potentially damage and undermine efforts to establish common “rules of the game” for 
local actors, including payment for maintenance services, when there is limited or no coordination within a service area  

• Importance of perception and trust between system actors (in terms of the dynamic between consumers and the 
maintenance service providers themselves), especially where there are sociocultural expectations around “private” 
providers and questions around who should pay for water, as well as seasonality and availability of alternative, often unsafe, 
sources for part of the year

• Investment in and support of coordinated approaches (e.g., regular stakeholder meetings), which have proven to be 
critical for identifying and addressing system barriers to improved maintenance services and their acceptance.  These are 
valuable, even when they are intensive, time-consuming, and unable to solve all system challenges at the local level 

Convening Organization: USAID/Sustainable WASH Systems (SWS) Learning Partnership
Primary Contact: Harold Lockwood, Aguaconsult, UK (h.lockwood@aguaconsult.co.uk)
Additional Contact: Karl Linden, University of Colorado Boulder, USA (karl.linden@colorado.edu)
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