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• In Ghana, the operators that participated are all small companies that manage water 
services in small towns.  All work on the basis of a contract signed with local 
communities (District Authority).  The operators have helped improve services by 
extending the network in several places. 

• In Mali, the study focused on independent operators that provide water services in the 
suburbs of Bamako, primarily in zones where the dominant operator (Energie du Mali) is 
absent.  The contractual framework governing their operations is almost non-existent, 
despite the fact that a few have made significant personal investments. 

• In Mauritania, the operators were all small private companies that provide water 
services in small towns (ranging from 500 to 20,000 inhabitants).  Since 1993, more 
than 300 independent operators have signed contracts with the State and they have 
strongly contributed to developing the level of service enjoyed by small town residents.  
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� In Ghana, the Community Water and Sanitation Agency (CWSA), National Water 
Directorate (NWD), local authorities (District Assemblies) and Water Boards of the 
Atebubu, Bekwai and Enchi districts. 

� In Mali, the Direction Nationale de l’Hydraulique (DNH), Energie du Mali, the regulator 
(Commission de Régulation de l’Eau et de l’Energie, or CREE), local municipalities, 
professional associations and NGOs working in Bamako. 

� In Mauritania, the Ministère de l’Hydraulique, la Direction de l’Alimentation en Eau 
Potable (formerly known as DHA), l’Agence Nationale pour l’Eau Potable et 
l’Assainissement (ANEPA) and the regulator (l’Autorité de Régulation Multisectorielle, or 
ARM).  
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WHY THIS STUDY? 

1.1. Independent operators – Key stakeholders 
in improving access to services 
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1.2. Specific programme objectives 
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1 Kariuki, Mukami, & Jordan Schwartz. 2005. “Global SPSP Survey.” Public-Private Infrastructure Advisory Facility, 
Washington, D.C. 

������������	�
 ��	�����
 �
� ��
���

����������	
� ���
� �
��
�����
����� �� �
���
�� �
�����	� �� ��� � ������� ��
�� �������	� ����

�����
�� �� �
���
� 	� �����
������
���� �
��
�����
��	� ��� ��� 	����
������� 
�	
�
���

�����
���� ���������	� ��������	� �����	��
��
��	� ��������	� �� ��	
	�	

��
�
���� � �� �
�� � 
�	��	

� �
���� ���� �
��� ����
� 	� �� ������
���� �� ��	� ���� ��� 	��� �

����
�����	���
��� 	� ����
� ���
� �
��������� ��
����	��� 
�����

��� ������� �	���� 
�� �

���
�����
������

��� 
�� �
�������� ��
�� �
	� ��	

� � �������
������

���� ��! ��
���
���

���	� "�����

# ��
�� 	
� ��
�����
��� ��� 	�� ��� ����
	
� ���
� �
��
�����
�� �� ��� ���
������
�$ %�
�����
��
���������� ����
��� �	
� 	
� �� �����	
�
�
� 
� �
��
�	� ��
���

� � �������	�������


��
����� � ������& 	� �	
� �
��� 
�� �
��� �	�������
������	� ��� �� ����
���
��������
������
��	

���

�����
��������� 	' ��
������ ��
�����
�� �
� ��	�� ��

� 	� ������ ����
��� �
� 
�� ������
� ��	� ������� ��� �
��� ������
���
���� ���
��� ��
�
�� ������
���
	�� ������� ����� ������ 	�����	��

� 
�� 	� ��	���	

�
��� 
�� � ����



BPD WATER AND SANITATION – PAGE 5 
INDEPENDENT NETWORK OPERATORS IN WEST AFRICA 

 
 

 

�����

���#��	���
��������
���		�����
������
����
��	��

	
�%�������	�
��
��������
��
����		������	���������������
�

�����
��	!���

��������	
����
���
��	
����
	�24 	���
������

%�
%#	
��
������
�		���������������
�����
������
��	���/�

���
�
�������
�	���	�
��������
��
�24 	�
�����������	�

���

����	
���
�����	�����������
��
���	�
����������	����
�	����

�������������	���-���
�#��%��	!���
���������
��	!�
�����
���


������!���
���
������
��	!��	��	��		�
��
���	������
����


�����	�
��
���

��	������������
��
���
���
�	����������������

24 	��

1.3. A particular focus on small networks 
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� they offer a level of service that is directly comparable to 
that of formal providers (household connections or 
standpipe services); 

� in contrast to mobile vendors (who may use carts or 
tankers), such operators offer a real opportunity to scale-
up and rapidly extend services to zones that currently 
lack access (thus helping to meet the Millennium 
Development Goals);  

� several have a track record of leveraging finance into the 
sector; and 

� network operators have shown they possess the 
initiative and management skills that make them 
promising partners for future investment projects. 
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1.4. How were the countries for the case studies chosen? 

A quick regional sample  
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Why Ghana, Mali and Mauritania?  
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Table 1. Classifying private operators according to their activity  
and source of water supply 
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A water supply sub-network that receives a bulk 
water supply from the dominant operator and 
then provides services within a defined zone. 

An independent water network whereby 
operators own their own water source (well or 
small treatment unit) and distribute water via a 
network made up of standpipes and individual 

connections. 

Connected to the principal network of the water 
company, operator’s distribution points may 

include public standpipes, water kiosks or even 
neighbourhood water resale from house 

connections. 

Connected to independent water sources (wells, 
boreholes), operator’s distribution points are 

typically standpipes from which users and cart 
vendors buy water.  No network has been 

developed. 

Mobile vendors on foot (carts, pousse-pousses) 
buy their water from standpipes or users 

connected to the water company network and 
then deliver to houses. 

Mobile vendors on foot (carts, pousse-pousses) 
buy their water from boreholes or a network 
independent from the water company’s and 

then deliver to houses. 

Adapted from Mukami Kariuki, Introductory presentation to a workshop in Asunción, 5 December 2005. 

                                                

2 While the reference to a ‘dominant operator’ has a clear meaning in urban areas, the concept is more ambiguous 
in rural areas and small towns.  A dominant operator in an urban area corresponds to a public or private company 
that has a monopoly position in supplying water services to the capital city and main urban centres. 
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1.5. When and where is this study relevant?  
 �����
����
������	����	
������������������
��������

����������	
����
���!��
��������������

��
������������	�����������
���
��������
���	�	
��	!���������
�����!�
����
����
�������	��

��
���%	������	�	
�������	���
�
���������
��
���������
�����	����
������$ ������!��
����	�

��
����	��
��
������������
�	�
����������
���
���%������
��!����
������
��	���
���
%	�
���

������
���!���
��
���	����?�����	���
�	!���	�
��	�	
��
��������������	���
�������
����
�������	�

���������	�����
	��������������	�E���2���
	�	
���!�	���������������
������
��	���	
����
����

��
�������
�����������
���%	������������������������
����
���������	��	����
�
�������
�������

	�
��
���	������3�

� the performance of the dominant operator (DO) is weak and/or the cost and technical 
conditions prohibitive for expansion to unserved areas; 

� there is strong user demand, particularly through willingness to pay, that provides certain 
reassurances for independent operators to invest in their own networks; 

� local conditions (notably local hydrogeology) make service via independent networks 
economically feasible; and 

� local operators exhibit clear capacity or potential in terms of investment and commercial 
management. 
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3 In all four case studies the dominant operator serves between 10 to 60% of its operating area, and only 5 to 50 % 
of the households to which its public service obligation commits it.  The remaining households (a majority) largely 
revert to IOs for their services – yet these IOs are not well-integrated into the official frameworks that govern service 
delivery.  A pragmatic assumption would be that the performance of these DO is neither likely to be significantly 
better, nor significantly worse, in the next ten years.  If so, IOs will likely continue to play a significant role and thus 
these activities should be integrated into the broader framework of service provision for this period of time 
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Section 2. WHO ARE THESE OPERATORS? 

2.1. An overview of the institutional context in the case studies 
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Table 2. Overview of three country case studies 
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2.2. Background to the operators and their water supply networks 
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4 CWSA in Ghana, DNH in Mali or ANEPA in Mauritania are not directly responsible for water services in rural and 
most small towns (following the withdrawal of the government in each case).  However these institutions continue to 
play a crucial role as a key stakeholder in getting water supplied to these areas. 
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� ‘Managers’ are operating networks that were originally 
developed as part of a public investment project, and 
have either replaced or are under the control of user 
associations to whom the operations were originally 
entrusted.  These operators have extended the network 
using their own funds or revenues from water sales.  In 
addition to the initial service they took over, typically 
restricted to standpipe services, they have often 
developed private household connections in response to 
local demand. 

� ‘Investors’ manage networks that they have fully self-
financed, using their own funds and revenues earned in 
the first months of operations.  A typical example is that 
of Mr. Cissé, who manages a piped network in 
Moribabougou, a big village that has been absorbed as a 
suburb of Bamako by rapid urbanisation (see adjacent 
box).  Some have limited ambition and are satisfied to 
run limited networks comprised of a few standpipes; 
others, still a minority, are keen to capture a larger share 
of the market for water services and are ready to invest. 
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Table 3. Typology of IOs managing small piped networks in Mauritania 

' 
 �
� ��
�
Respected local 

individual 
‘Professional’ Specialised 

entrepreneur 

2 �� � ���3 � Village Small centre Small town 

* 
� ������� �	�
�4 
 �
���� ��

Elementary or 
secondary school 

Previous experience in 
management 

Graduate (engineering 
degree or equivalent) 

 ���� �����

 
�� ����

Appointed by the 
community, mostly on 

social criteria 

Selected by the 
community amongst 
several candidates 

Competitive selection 
based on skills 

' 
 �
� ��
���

 
������

An older person, widely 
respected  

Someone retired or 
soon-to-retire, available 

for such an activity 

An individual with 
previous experience 

5 4 
 �� ��	�
� ��������

Recognition from a 
political and social 

perspective 

Income is just enough to 
provide for management 

on a full time basis 

Turnover identical to that 
of a small centre 

managed by SNDE 

 �� ���& �� �����	�

Only one part-time 
employee who multi-

tasks 

Small technical staff (a 
plumber / invoice clerk, 

a pump attendant) 

3 to 10 full time 
employees, technical 
and commercial staff 

Maputo 
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Section 3. INDEPENDENT OPERATORS OCCUPY TWO MAIN MARKET 
NICHES 

3.1. Small towns and peri-urban areas – two very different markets 
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� Rural centres and small towns.  These rarely interest the national operator, who often 
views them as unprofitable or a distraction from serving larger cities. 

� Peri-urban districts where it can be difficult to recoup the costs of network extension, due 
to a combination of distance from the existing network and / or the limited ability to pay of 
residents. 

� Unplanned zones (often referred to as slums or squatter camps).  These are sometimes 
close to the existing network (in the centre of town, for instance) but the dominant 
operator usually sees several constraints to serving them (more below).  
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� In Mauritania and Ghana, independent operators in small towns play an increasingly 
important role (comparable situations have been documented in Niger, Uganda and 
Vietnam) 

                                                

5 There has been a lot of debate as to what exactly constitutes a small town.  See 
http://www.worldbank.org/html/fpd/water/topics/smalltowns.html for a definition. 
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� In Mali, independent operators in the peri-urban zones of Bamako were studied (for 
which comparable situations have been documented in Vietnam, Paraguay, Tanzania 
and Yemen).  As mentioned Maputo also falls into this category.  
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Table 4. Broad characteristics of the two niche markets served  
by independent network operators 

Aspect Small towns market Peri-urban market 

6 �
 �
�
� ������
	�& � �	�

Strong demand for household connections 
that consume between 20 and 40 litres per 
person per day.  Demand for standpipes 

remains strong in certain regions and in rural 
markets with little cash-economy (very small 

centres). 

The market for networked services is not 
always reliable as alternative sources of 

supply may be abundant.  Whether free or 
not, these suppress demand (private or 

public wells with well-developed networks of 
neighbourhood resale). 

Strong demand for household connections 
that consume between 30 and 40 litres per 

person per day.  Demand for standpipes has 
fallen in the last 10 years. Where a network is 
lacking, there is a strong demand for house-

delivery (buckets, carts and tankers). 

Market for network services generally reliable 
and loosely regulated by competition from 
mobile vendors and new market entrants.  

Prices tend to be quite dynamic. 

6 �
 �
�
� ������
� ����
�� � ����
 
 �3 �

Previous networks are unlikely to exist and 
water generally drawn from public sources, 

more or less well maintained by local 
authorities or management committees (well, 

boreholes, springs). 

There is always some sort of main network 
service (public or private) whose coverage is 

insufficient (between 20% and 80% 
coverage) 

#��� ������ �
 ������ ��
& ���
 ��3 ������ ��

��& ��� ���
' 
 �
� ��
�

Most small towns are not covered in the 
mandate of the dominant operator (and their 

monopoly) as they are not considered 
financially self-sufficient. 

Monopoly rights applying to these zones tend 
to be clearly outlined in the dominant 

operator’s contract, even where they are not 
respecting concurrent public service 

obligations. 

0������� ������� �	7
������

Land titles are well governed by common-
law.  Land reform is slow and usually does 

not threaten the status of existing occupants. 

Land title is frequently disputed (no-build 
zones, squatters, non-residential areas) and 
neighbourhoods are subject to fundamental 

and occasionally abrupt restructuring 
(expulsion, etc). 

� 
� � ���
�� �� �

Moderate to strong growth.  Growth of the 
town will not challenge existing status of 
occupants.  The network is usually the 

primary network and has been designed 
from the outset to meet long-term demand 

(over 15 to 30 years). 

Strong to very-strong growth.  Peri-urban 
zones are typically absorbed by classic urban 

growth.  Alternatively, they may undergo 
profound restructuring.  Medium-term 

investments are not unreasonable (5 to 10 
years). 

" � ���� ����
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�
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Investment in bulk supply is intensive and 
needs vary significantly.  The operating 

margins of the operator are often limited and 
prices set or regulated.  

Legal insecurity is a strong constraint and 
any contract that the operator may possess is 
usually insufficient to guard against possible 
expropriation.  General context is dynamic 

and rapidly evolving. 
��
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3.2. The small towns market 

Mauritania and Ghana: The importance of political will 
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6 A broader discussion about why SODECI has targeted small centres and succeeded in serving them would be 
helpful, but is outside the immediate scope of this work.  See Section 9 for further sources of information. 
7 In certain instances, such as Mauritanian towns of more than 5,000 inhabitants, public standpipes have simply 
disappeared from the urban landscape due, in large part, to a lack of demand. 
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8  While small scale providers in the water sector are generally diverse, they often face a similar range of 
constraints.  Significant attention was given to these constraints and a framework developed that looks specifically 
at six factors which all have a large impact on the scale and development of small scale provision of water services.  
This tool was used in all three case studies and generated some interesting insights into how the ‘business’ 
operates (more information on the framework and the issues it raises can be found in Annex 9.3).   The framework 
also reinforced the importance of contrasts between IOs that operate in small towns’ contexts versus those that 
work in peri-urban areas. 
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good quality service through more than 200 distribution networks, offering both 
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9 In contrast to peri-urban areas, small towns operators have often been ‘called into being’ by a formal process 
within the water sector.  In Ghana this meant competitive tenders; in Mauritania the government actively seeking out 
and cultivating new operators. 
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Section 4. WHAT ARE INDEPENDENT OPERATORS 
CAPABLE OF? 

4.1. The ability of IOs to serve markets the DO does not 
reach 
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4.2. Local capacity varies, may come from unlikely 
sources and is quick to develop 
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4.3. How does their performance compare? 
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4.4. Impressive expansions in coverage 
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4.5. Tariff levels hinge on the source of investment  

Table 5. Tariff levels in Bamako 

Tariff items (FCFA) ‘Manager’ ‘Investor’ Electricité de Mali 
(DO) 
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10 The full impact within a peri-urban neighbourhood of an operator whose connection costs remain high is still 
poorly understood – notably regarding the market response of any existing suppliers (vendors, etc.).  Further study 
of this matter would be an interesting extension of this piece of work. 
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4.6. Customers broadly appreciate the service 
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4.7. Independent network providers do reach the poor 
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4.8. Entrepreneurs’ technical and commercial strategies  
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� transferring part of their risk to users.  Customers are asked to cover the cost of 
household connections, including the connection to the main network (some IOs offer 
credit to ease the immediate burden on households); 

� bolstering their legitimacy through high coverage levels.  Independent operators that 
succeed in serving more than 80 % of households in a particular zone benefit from 
strong yet informal legitimacy, in particular with local authorities (who will back them 
should others interfere);  

� reducing their capital costs to a minimum.  Operators invest in high-pressure networks of 
small diameter, dig shallow trenches for pipework and cut back on connection apparatus, 
etc. 
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Section 5. HARNESSING DIVERSE AND INDEPENDENT OPERATORS   
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� they can follow a strategy of engagement, seeking to 
link up with those operators that are already running 
independent networks; and  

� they can reform the structure of the water sector itself, 
looking both to harness existing operators and to 
create conditions favourable to the emergence of new 
ones. 
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5.1. Persuading independent operators to 
‘come out of the woods’ 
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5.2. ‘Relaying’ regulation to the local level 
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5.3. Licensing independent operators 
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� The licensing of standpipe operators (in Mali, Mauritania and Mozambique), 

� The licensing of truckers associations (in Ghana), 

� The licensing of re-sellers (in the Ivory Coast), and  

� The licensing of rural network operators (in Mauritania).  

                                                

11 One clear exception, the Mozambican regulator, CRA, is interested in the activities of IOs in Maputo and is 
looking to develop adapted regulatory tools for them.  A key consideration is one of scale – according to 2005 
estimates, there were around 200 independent networks in Maputo, serving water to more than 165,000 people. 
12 In Mauritania, during twelve years of delegation, those few operators that have had their licences revoked all lost 
them because their inability to maintain continuity of service fatally eroded the confidence of their customers. 
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Issues around licensing operators  

Advantages of licensing Challenges of licensing 

Improves awareness of IOs (even if not all are 
likely to register) 

Creates an additional brake on supply as in a context of 
scarce resources (non-licensed IOs may decide to quit 

the business) 

Improves service standards (licences are 
reserved for independent operators who respect 

a ‘quality charter’) 

Provides additional opportunities for corruption (IOs may 
be asked to pay bribes in order to obtain licences).  

Licences are typically subject to a fee at the outset and 
sometimes for periodic renewal. 

Integrates IO activities into formal economy and 
improves staff working conditions (IOs pay 

taxes and more of their staff are brought into 
any social security system that exists) 

May lack necessary bureaucratic capacity to smoothly, 
transparently and rapidly oversee the license process 

(staff, legal capacity, IT resources) 

5.4. Promoting associations of independent providers 
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5.5. Creating a platform for dialogue  

Building upon assets 
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Non-traditional operators are one such asset 
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13 A common perception is that suitable candidates for small town operations are hard to find.  The experience of 
Mauritania largely refutes this; there were plenty of candidates willing and able to run simple networks, often with 
strong ties to the communities being served.  It just took an open-minded approach to identifying them. 
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14 An honest assessment of this nature is informing developments in Mozambique.  There the regulator, who 
already has ‘delegates’ supporting it in key towns across the country, is exploring how best to work with communes, 
and possibly NGOs, to create ‘regulatory relays’ at the local level.  These will funnel information upwards to the 
national regulator, but also act as their eyes and ears on the ground, developing and applying more appropriate 
tools of regulation (combining both ‘carrots and sticks’) at the local level. 
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Who speaks for the operators? 
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� opening up the sector to formal competition from IOs 

� investing ‘upstream’ of the IOs to support their activities 

� adapting technical standards, thereby bringing them more in line with the 
approaches actually being used in the field. 
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6.1. Opening the sector to competition for the market 
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� One can introduce competition over network extension to new areas.  Where the DO 
proves slow to invest, the monopoly clause can be suspended for a period of time 
(such as 10 years).  This allows IOs to step in and build distribution networks, while 
ensuring an adequate return on investment.  This strategy has been adopted in 
Nairobi’s slums to address the severe public health consequences of a huge backlog 
in investment (in what amounts to around half the city).15 

� One can allow competition for new household connections.  Where the penetration 
rate of household connection is stuck at low levels (< 50 % of the households), the 
monopoly clause itself proves abusive.  This justifies the market being opened to 
competition in the public interest.  (This has happened in Paraguay, where the 
creation of small water distribution companies (aguateros) was authorised in peri-
urban areas.  Within the space of ten years more than 400 were founded.  Today 
they serve around 50% of all households and charge tariffs competitive to those of 
the public company (which is subsidised).)   
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6.2. Encouraging subcontracting in a peri-urban context 
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15 Pragmatic approaches such as this can be fairly simple to design and apply, as direct decisions about the 
‘planned future’ of slums are not required.  Incentives can be offered to entice IOs (such as guaranteed security of 
investments, appropriate technical standards that are adapted to slums, etc.).  During the 1990s in several African 
capitals (Bamako, Niamey, Ouagadougou, Djaména) dozens of boreholes were drilled independent of the network, 
in order to alleviate (with some success) the lack of utility services in outlying urban districts. 
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� slums and the unplanned settlements, where uncertainty over land-title acts as a 
brake on investment by the DO.  In Abidjan, SODECI has sub-contracted ‘licensed 
resellers’ and in Port-au-Prince (Haiti) and Nairobi (Kenya) sub-contracting is the 
only means of providing a public service inside slums that contain up to 50% of all 
households (this applies more to the third niche outlined in Section 4.1, but still 
resonates); 

� rural areas, where services need expanding to numerous small and isolated 
communities.  In Morocco, the operator has explored sub-contracts as a way to 
increase coverage from the 360 communities it currently serves to more than 
10,000.  
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6.3. Investing in water production ‘upstream’ of independent operators’ 
distribution networks 
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� can considerably reduce investment risk for IOs and thus draw them to small centres 
that remain unserved by the DO.  

� allows public authorities to retain greater control over underground water resources 
(which is clearly in the larger public interest). 

� furthermore, it makes it possible to cross-subsidise between regions where water 
resources are scarce (and where significant investments in boreholes are needed, 
as is frequently the case in West Africa) and regions where water is more abundant. 
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� one option is to increase the production capacity of the DO (increasing the available 
quantity of bulk water), while giving the DO incentives to resell some of this surplus 
to IOs.  This is a strategy that has been successfully adopted to supply water to 
Kibera in Nairobi; comparable strategies by public utilities have proven successful 
for CAMEP (Port-au-Prince, Haiti) and LYDEC (Casablanca, Morocco); 

� a second option is to develop new bulk supply capacity that remains independent of 
the DO (e.g. by developing independent ‘borehole fields’).  The more dynamic 
operators then distribute this water – either the dominant operators or IOs 
themselves.  At the end of the 1980s, the cities of Bamako, Niamey and 
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Ouagadougou all increased the number of powered boreholes in this way, thereby 
reducing the growing water deficit afflicting peri-urban districts.  In Bamako some of 
these older boreholes are now being operated by IOs, who have gone on to develop 
downstream distribution networks.  
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6.4. Adapting network services to the willingness and capacity to pay 
of consumers 
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� that there is a universal acceptable standard for service provision (for instance, 80 
litres per person per day) and all operators must adhere to this standard (regardless 
of households’ actual capacity to pay);  

                                                

16 This demand for household connections has not necessarily been prompted by large rises in household 
incomes.  In Mauritania or Senegal, the capacity and a willingness to pay of households keen on a household 
connection remains modest (around a 100 Euro for installation and 2 to 3 Euro per month for consumption). 
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� that the design of water distribution networks is complex and cannot be left to 
independent operators; officials must supervise both design and construction right 
down to the detail of connecting individual households.  
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6.5. Moving from competition to collaboration 

The dominant operator’s perspective can be crucial 
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17 The capital costs of adhering to high technical specifications are often around 150 to 200 Euro per person (for a 
conventional water distribution network with household connections; costs are double that for a sewerage system 
and waste-water treatment station).  Such capital costs are definitely beyond the capacity to pay of poor households 
- typically 20 to 40 Euro per capita.  The undeniable success of IOs in developing private networks in Vietnam is 
based on their ability to construct full networks (right down to household connections) for between 10 and 30 Euro 
per person. (Source: Collignon). 
18 An alternative view is to focus on output (such as water quality) and put aside the focus on technical input 
specifications.  This allows operators to find their own innovative solution, but retains oversight. 
19 An important consideration that may limit some of this flexibility over standards is how IOs’ networks are 
eventually integrated with that of the DO.   
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7.2. Proceeding by small steps and tackling tangible issues 
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7.3. How is the deal captured and confirmed? 
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20  A key issue is not just the motivation of the organisation to champion change, but what outlook individuals 
themselves have.  They may well face considerable resistance or scepticism from their own colleagues especially 
when it comes to any restructuring of the sector.   
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7.4. Potential pitfalls 
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� in Cotonou, USV was created in 1995.  Shortly afterwards it acquired a monopoly 
over licences for septic tank emptying but in more than ten years has issued no new 
licences and has effectively locked-up the market for emptying services.  It has also 
fixed a flat fee for emptying and prohibited its members from offering discounts; 

� in Abidjan, almost as soon as the statutes of the union of water resellers had been 
drafted, it declared itself in charge of issuing licences to new operators.  It seems 
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that existing members wish to limit competition, despite the effectiveness of 
SODECI’s policies being largely based on the previous ability of any registered user 
to legally resell water.  
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Section 8. Specific Recommendations 
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A. Embrace and recognise diversity 
� Be open-minded about the background of providers.  Mauritania, Mali and 

Mozambique have all showed that entrepreneurs can have very diverse 
backgrounds, yet still perform impressively in expanding coverage. 

� Be careful if trying to define ‘who can be an operator’.  Room must be left open for 
alternative (and often more organic) entry and growth strategies.  

B. Be creative about bringing providers into the fold 
� Question whether classical approaches to procurement and regulation fit the 

diversity outlined above.  Innovate when recruiting, build on local candidates, local 
knowledge and local oversight.   

� Consider regulating access to the market by means other than competitive 
tendering.  Question the relevance of rules and regulations developed for large 
operators.  Make sure licences remain open and geared at outcomes and not inputs.   

� Tailor approaches according to the crucial distinction between small towns and peri-
urban settings. 

C. Create new opportunities by disaggregating the water market 
� Recognise where a monopoly awarded to the dominant operator is proving counter-

productive.  Consider formally opening segments of the market to other providers 
(which does not automatically undermine the DO).   

� Competition over network extension to new areas is possible.  When the DO proves 
continually slow to invest, their monopoly clause can be suspended for a time-bound 
period.  

� Competition for connecting new households is possible.  Where the penetration rate 
for household connections is stuck at low levels, public interest justifies opening the 
market to others. 

� Letting IOs run small town systems can be productive.  In Mauritania the coverage 
rate of IOs is far superior to that of the dominant operator, which is free to 
concentrate on larger towns. 
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D. Build on comparative advantage 
� Independent operators are good at innovation and finding flexible ways to meet 

customer demand.  They are less inclined to bear major investment risks or 
implement strong cross-subsidies.   

� Meet them half-way.  Consider assisting with water resource abstraction in small 
towns.   

� Amend technical specifications to better adapt them to the contexts in which IOs 
work, including households’ capacity to pay and proven business models of IOs.    

� Assess which parts of the market fit the strengths of the dominant operator, and 
which the strengths of independent operators.  Allocate roles accordingly.   

� Reflect the diversity of providers and their roles in a diversity of responsibilities.  Be 
willing to amend standard contracts so that they are fit-for-purpose and reflect the 
capacity and drive of providers.   

E. Engage the dominant operator 
� Engage the dominant operator and give it incentives to collaborate with, and 

support, independent operators.   

� Consider authorising and regulating sub-contracting via the contract of the DO.  
Count connections made by subcontractors in household connection targets.  
Include water sourced directly by IOs in any bulk water production targets. 

� Understand the interests that guide the DO.  Look to creative negotiation to allay 
these concerns and make the ‘deal’ attractive to them.  

F. Plan for evolution 
� Given the context, carefully consider the timeframe for IOs.  Should they be viewed 

as a long-term fixture, or as a temporary means to an end?  Discuss and clarify the 
arguments for each. 

� Look to lengthen the investment horizon for IOs and provide predictability for all 
sides.  Discuss the outline terms of any potential transition from IO networks to 
provision by the DO. 

� Avoid demanding ‘compliance’ overnight.  Weigh up successful and useful practices, 
and seek more gradual convergence over time.  Create an environment that 
encourages IOs to gradually formalise their activities.   

G. Focus on an outline deal, then take steps to secure it 
� Focus on immediate and tangible issues as the best way to draw in and engage 

stakeholders.  Build confidence and commitment through quick wins.  Consider 
using brokers in early negotiations, especially if they can help maintain or refresh the 
‘original deal’ at a later stage. 

� Bring operators ‘out of the woods’ with a reasonable quid pro quo – exchange 
oversight for legal protection of assets, access to bank credit, etc.  Seek parties to 
the dialogue that have the authority to propose and underwrite deals. 

� Recognise that contracts are far from the only point of reference in the relationships 
between stakeholders.  Negotiation of a contract (or licensing procedure) can form a 
practical issue around which to structure early dialogue, but will not address all 
constraints.  Ask stakeholders about other ways in which to secure the deal.  

H. Support appropriate interlocutors 
� Identify champions with sufficient energy and influence to bring about change.  One 

potential champion for independent network operators is local government.   

� Consider supporting and working with associations that represent IOs.  Avoid 
awarding associations a monopoly over the service; engage only associations that 
work to keep the sector open.  Encourage transparency. 
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� Take care that your chosen interlocutor does not rule out non-traditional providers 
that may nevertheless provide a good service.  Recognise the potentially diverse 
background of IOs 

� Search for individuals within organisations that can act as gateways rather than 
gatekeepers.   

Section 9. Further work 
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Access through innovation: 
Expanding water service delivery through independent 
network providers  
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