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2.9 Maximizing benefits of interventions
Chapter 2 highlighted the principles and practice of successful WS&S,
seen as both a social and an economic good. Safe water and sanitation
can not only lead to better health opportunities, but can also promote
sustainable livelihoods and improve living and working environments.
Moreover, participatory approaches within the context of process
projects and partnerships can promote improved civic engagement
and demand responsiveness, along with meeting the needs of the poor
for these services. Effective support to WS&S provision can also
make a substantial contribution to DFID’s principal aim, the
elimination of poverty.

However, it has to be said that globally, the contribution of WS&S to
poverty reduction has not been well documented. It has also been
constrained by project design. This concluding section summarizes
the principles and practice of WS&S which is concerned as much with
equity as with efficiency and effectiveness, and it provides a link into
the challenge of taking these goals forward into DFID programmes
and partnerships. An important starting point for successful
interventions is a pro-poor sector policy. In many cases, however,
projects are begun without established water and sanitation policies
and many successful WS&S projects are confined to the local level. A
key challenge, therefore, is to link positive processes and quality
services at the micro-level to policy dialogues and sector
programming.

2.9.1 Meeting needs and responding to demand

Two key issues which have emerged from the review of principles and
practice in WS&S are:

• the benefits of WS&S are not evenly distributed and often fail to
reach the poor; and

• WS&S programmes invariably face problems when they are not
based on genuine demand.

The challenge facing DFID and its partners is to combine the poverty
reduction and equity goals of meeting the ‘objective’ needs of poorer
households and communities, with the efficiency and effectiveness
goals of demand responsiveness. The most vivid example illustrating
this is the now widespread acknowledgement that women benefit in
terms of time, health, and well-being from improved water supply and
sanitation. This is frequently cited as a justification for intervention in
the sector and yet in many communities throughout the world, in the
face of competing priorities, poor women find it difficult to make
their demands heard. Thus, matching needs and demand implies going
beyond posing dichotomies between ‘supply driven’ and ‘demand
driven’ approaches and identifying means by which shared agendas
can be negotiated. Demand can be latent or uninformed, while
meeting needs does not have to be a top-down or non-consultative
process. Hence the use of the term ‘Demand-responsive approach’ —
see the box opposite for an example of this in practice.
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While WS&S interventions
bring benefits in their own
right, the wider objective is
to exploit these gains as a
catalyst for general
improvement to the
services and living
environment of the poor.
Success in this area has
been limited. It can be
increased and make a more
positive contribution to
DFID�s prime aim, poverty
elimination, by encouraging
a move away from isolated
WS&S projects in favour of
the development of regional
and national sector policies
in the host countries.
Success will be enhanced if
these policies can be
integrated into pro-poor
sector programmes.

Superficial assessments of
demand can lead to
misdirected programmes
that meet none of the real
needs of the poor. Shared
agendas, that unearth the
true needs and demands of
individuals and
communities, are the
essential framework on
which to build sustainable
interventions capable of
meeting the combined
objectives of equity, poverty
reduction, efficiency and
cost-effectiveness.
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In the past, a community’s willingness to make contributions to the
capital cost of new facilities has often been seen as evidence of
demand. External support agencies have often provided funding to
community groups if they accept the project proposals or rules and
agree to pay the specified capital cost contributions. The danger is that
the full costs and implications of operation and maintenance are not
dealt with at this stage, and that other feasible technical options are
not considered, for example because of the limited capacity of a local
NGO. While such a process may reveal that the community has a
clear demand for improved services, it does not mean that the best or
preferred technical option has been selected, nor does it mean that the
community is willing and able to fund and manage the operation and
maintenance of the facilities in the long term. A demand-responsive
approach should therefore also include a full consideration of viable
options and a participatory assessment of the management and finance
of O&M of viable options, if sustainability is to be achieved.

Case study: Demand-responsive approach

The Mvula Trust in South Africa has been implementing a rural WS&S
programme using a demand-driven approach since 1994. The process starts
by a Mvula Trust representative visiting the community to explain the approach.
The community is then responsible for contracting a consulting engineer to
assist them in carrying out a feasibility study prior to funding application. The
project is allocated a fixed amount of money by the Mvula Trust, and so the
community water committee, with the assistance and advice of the engineer,
must make informed decisions on the type and level of service they require. For
example, in Morapalala, the original design provided 20 public standposts. The
community felt this was inadequate coverage and so the committee decided to
review the design to save money in other areas and provide 30 standposts. The
community also played a central role in identifying potential spring sources and
deciding on the location of the reservoir and standposts. This is a good
example of interactive planning.

Lessons learned from Mvula�s demand-driven approach
Public standposts are proving unpopular as a level of service. There is a high
demand for yardtaps, which cannot be financed under the limited Mvula grants.
New mechanisms for funding (e.g. loans) need to be developed so that higher
levels of service can be achieved.

Delegating management responsibility to community-based organizations is
risky and there have been some failures. In two or three projects, money has
been stolen from the project bank account. However, the majority of projects
(360) have been successful and free of corruption.

The private sector has played an important role in providing training to
community-based organizations; for example pipe suppliers, which are
contracted by the water committees, offer training in pipe laying in addition to
supplying and delivering the pipes.

The fixed ceiling on capital grants has ensured equity between projects and
also encourages cost efficiency: the engineer and the community have to work
together to design solutions which achieve the highest affordable level of
service.

Palmer, 1998
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2.9.2 People, participation, and process

Crucial to meeting the challenges posed in water supply and sanitation
is recognizing that successes and failures hinge as much on people as
on pipes. Stakeholder analysis and participation (see Section 3.2.2) go
a long way towards identifying the different actors involved and their
interests and capabilities in the sector. The rationale for primary
stakeholder participation is summarized as follows:

• services and service providers are more responsive to and
accountable to users;

• sustainability of services improves when technology choices, cost
recovery, operation and maintenance, and management of services
correspond to what users are able and willing to contribute; and

• conflict over water resource allocation and other competing
sectoral uses will more likely be resolved by participatory and
processual approaches.

While stakeholder participation is well accepted in DFID’s project
work and is seen as vital in extending services to the poorest
communities, partnership approaches in water and sanitation
programmes are comparatively new. Much is yet to be learned about
ways to optimize stakeholder participation in sector programming and
policy dialogue in the sector. There is no blueprint method but the
development of best practice in process projects constitutes an
important starting point.

2.9.3 Institutional linkages and partnership

Policy, planning, implementation, and management responsibilities in
WS&S, span several agencies and levels of government without well-
defined jurisdictions. This causes confusion and is often a reason for
project failure. Communities are often then included, in order to
rescue or redeem projects, without their participation being rooted in
demand and a clear understanding of what community members are
willing and able to do. The solution lies not in simply adding more
actors to the institutional mix, but rather in looking at the links
between those who are involved in or affected by interventions.

If the two main emerging themes of WS&S are integration and
partnership, then the challenge is to plan initiatives that ensure
effective co-operation across organizational and institutional
boundaries, whether formally or informally. This involves negotiating
a division of responsibilities based on a thorough understanding of the
comparative advantage, capabilities, and priorities of the different
groups involved, be they agencies, different levels of government, or
relationships between the community, private, and public sectors.
With community-based initiatives and demand-led approaches, a
critical issue is the problem of establishing linkages between internal
and external services. One approach is the intervention of
intermediary NGOs. Another is the promotion of processes aimed at
institutionalizing links between community efforts and government
and agency provision of primary infrastructure and services, processes
which need to be built into project design and management.

2.9

D
FI

D
/D

ils
ha

d 
S

he
ik

h

Participation of primary
stakeholders has proved its
worth at project level but
the principles are only
beginning to be applied to
sectoral policy and
programme development.
It is an evolutionary
process which, in these
early stages, can benefit by
absorbing the best
experiences of project
partnerships.

Overlapping capabilities
and responsibilities in the
several agencies typically
involved in WS&S
programmes make for
management inefficiencies
and inter-agency tensions
and disputes, and have
frequently caused projects
to fail.

Responsibility for specific
aspects of the programme
must be clearly defined at
the project formulation
stage, seeking to make
best use of the strengths of
the individual organizations
involved, and to effect
good lines of
communication between
them.

Particular attention must be
given to the difficult
problem of forging reliable
links between internal and
external services.
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In order to develop institutional linkages and maximize benefits in
WS&S, the key questions that should be asked at the time of project
formulation and implementation are as follows:

• Who should be responsible for which aspects of design, delivery,
and management?

• How can individuals or organizations be strengthened in order to
undertake these responsibilities effectively?

• When are partnerships between communities and public and
private sector actors possible, and under what conditions?

• What changes are necessary in attitudes, expertise, and procedures,
and what action is necessary to reorientate officials and professions
to adopt more participatory approaches?

2.9

Benefits of WS&S
interventions are maximized
by integrating the inputs of
the community and public
and private sector
organizations in an ordered
framework with strong
institutional links.


