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India Financial Institutions Reform and Expansion-
Debt and Infrastructure Ex-Post Evaluation

PURPOSE AND OVERVIEW
India’s rapid urbanization has resulted in overburdened 
infrastructure as the demand for safe water and 
sanitation (WatSan)1 increases. This problem, which 
disproportionately affects the urban poor, demands a 
sustainable solution. USAID has invested in urban WatSan 
activities across Asia, Africa, and the Middle East to 
address gaps in service provision but has seldom had an 
opportunity to explore whether their outcomes were 
sustained. USAID is supporting a series of independent 
ex-post evaluations of USAID water, sanitation, and 
hygiene activities to inform future USAID programming.
This brief summarizes key findings from the fourth 
evaluation in the series that examined the long-term 
outcomes of USAID’s Financial Institutions Reform and 
Expansion-Debt and Infrastructure (FIRE-D) activity 
seven years after its conclusion. 

TCG International implemented FIRE-D over three 
phases in 16 states across India from 1994 to 2011. 
TCG partnered with India’s central, state, and municipal 
governments to provide technical assistance to “develop 
sustainable urban environmental services and to ensure 
the poor have access to those services,”2 while improving 
the ability of city and state governments to mobilize 
resources and increase their revenues. 

FIRE-D used an iterative process to identify problem 
areas and then test, through policy-related pilots and 
large-scale activities, innovative approaches to plan, design, 
and finance urban infrastructure. The most successful 
solutions were then expanded and incorporated into a 
Government of India (GoI) urban development scheme 
called the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal 
Mission (JNNURM).3 In 2015, the GoI overhauled 
and relaunched this scheme as the Atal Mission for 
Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT). 
AMRUT adopted many of JNNURM’s reform incentives 
and is presently one of the most influential funders of 
urban WatSan infrastructure in India.

The results of the ex-post evaluation show the long-
term value of different types of governance and financial 
reforms as well as the efforts to expand market-based 
WatSan financing. 

SCOPE
The evaluation addressed the following overarching 
questions:4

1. In FIRE-D–supported cities, how has the level of
municipal WatSan service access overall, and for the
poor/informal settlement dwellers, changed since
project close? Why?



2. To what extent have FIRE-D’s accomplishments related to 
governance, planning, and project development in supported 
cities and states been sustained? Why?

3. To what extent have supported cities and states monitored 
and/or maintained financial stability to provide WatSan 
services, repaid borrowed capital, and/or invested in 
further reforms and expansions? How has the value and 
proportional balance of funding sources changed?

4. What types of FIRE-D–supported and other infrastructure 
financing mechanisms have states and municipalities applied 
to fund WatSan service improvement or expansions over 
time since project close? Why?

DESIGN
The evaluation followed a mixed-methods design, including 49 key 
informant interviews and review of secondary quantitative data 
on WatSan access and financial stability spanning 2005–2017. The 
team purposively selected six states and six cities where FIRE-D 
conducted various activities using selection criteria developed 
collaboratively with USAID (Figure 1). The sample represents 
a wide variety of contexts, intervention types, and perceived 
levels of present-day success. The evaluation team interviewed 
stakeholder groups representing national, state, and municipal 
government; utilities; NGOs that advocate for the poor and slum 
dwellers; other donors; former FIRE-D implementers; and USAID. 
Primary data collection occurred in March 2018. 

KEY FINDINGS
The following section presents select findings from the full 
evaluation review, which is available here. 

Access to WatSan: Analysis of available data on access to 
WatSan services revealed that in most of the cities evaluated, 
the proportion of households with piped water service and 
household toilet access increased or remained the same 
despite population growth (Figure 2).  Based on key informant 
interview data, the emphasis on poor communities’ access to 
infrastructure varied by city. Secure land tenure emerged as an 
important precursor to expanding WatSan access to the poor 
living in informal settlements.

Figure 1: FIRE-D Evaluation Map

Figure 2: Changes in WatSan Access in Six Evaluation Sites
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Governance: FIRE-D helped the GoI design and implement
a strategy for e-governance technology that links service
management, payments, information, and feedback mechanisms 
in one place. Specifically, Bangalore, Tamil Nadu, and Maharashtra 
adopted e-governance technologies with FIRE-D support. 
Stakeholders reported that e-governance platforms are still 
in use in these locations and have yielded tangible results. For 
example, a Bangalore stakeholder credited these e-tools with 
supporting the reduction of non-revenue water from 51 percent 
to 27 percent. 

Financial Management: FIRE-D supported municipalities
in improving financial management practices and increasing 
revenues to more sustainably finance future WatSan service 
improvements through double-entry accrual-based 
accounting systems (DEAAS). The Government of India
adopted DEAAS reforms and FIRE-D’s related guidance into 
JNNURM and AMRUT, which helped usher this accounting 
system across many Indian states and municipalities since FIRE-D 
ended. DEAAS is still being used in several evaluation sites where 
FIRE-D directly supported its rollout—Bhubaneswar, Pune, and 
all Tamil Nadu cities. However, the DEAAS transition process in 
Sangli, which received FIRE-D support at the state level, is just 
now being established after stalling in 2010. Smaller cities such 
as Sangli have struggled to adopt DEAAS because they lack the 
necessary skilled personnel. 

Revenue Stability: FIRE-D helped municipalities to increase
own-source revenue stability through activities like
municipal asset mapping, property tax reform, and initiatives to 
improve collection efficiency such as e-governance. At present, 
the financial health of visited municipalities varied from very 
strong (e.g., Pune, with a revenue surplus and an AA+ credit 
rating) to weak (e.g., Lucknow, which suffers from general 
funding shortfalls). While respondents at nearly all evaluation 
sites noted own-source revenue improvements over time—a 
critical path to financial viability—few cities could claim adequate 
stability. Many continue to struggle with inefficient tax and tariff 
payment recovery. 

Financing Mechanisms: In several locations, FIRE-D piloted
municipal credit ratings and subsequent municipal and 
state bonds to facilitate access to market-based finance for
WatSan development. At present, all evaluation municipalities 
reported having a credit rating. However, interest in and uptake 
of market-based financing was generally low across evaluation 
sites. Notable exceptions are the state of Tamil Nadu and the 
city of Pune. Tamil Nadu has continued to raise about INR 800 
million to one billion annually in pooled bonds—a mechanism 
initially supported by FIRE-D. The city of Pune, which FIRE-D 
supported in obtaining its 2010 credit rating, floated an Indian 
Rupees (INR) 2 billion municipal bond in 2017 to finance part of 
a continuous water supply project. 

FIRE-D also supported private sector financing for WatSan, in 
part through India’s first public-private partnership (PPP)
in water supply and sewerage in the city of Tiruppur. This project 
eventually failed when a new environmental regulation mandated 
industries reuse water, causing industry demand for bulk water 

to plummet. Most respondents across evaluation sites did not 
express interest in or optimism for PPPs in the water sector. 

Capacity-Building Mechanisms: Since FIRE-D ended, 
state governments have often engaged other donors for 
technical assistance on issues similar to those FIRE-D supported. 
This has contributed to municipal reforms and management 
improvements in the years since FIRE-D ended, often in step 
with JNNURM and AMRUT mandates. Despite this continued 
support, respondents representing all stakeholder types felt that 
the majority of municipal and state governments have a long 
way to go to ensure they can plan, manage, and finance WatSan 
projects independently. One specific capacity building initiative 
FIRE-D introduced was City Managers’ Associations (CMAs). 
CMAs are a state-level networking forum for peer learning, 
training, technical assistance, and advocacy of common goals. The 
evaluation found that CMAs established with FIRE-D support in 
Karnataka and Rajasthan are still operational and active in these 
functions, while the Maharashtra CMA no longer exists. 

DISCUSSION
FIRE-D partnered with the GoI for nearly all its activities to help 
design the GoI’s own JNNURM agenda and shape its rollout and 
implementation strategies. These linkages make it difficult and 
even inappropriate to tease out FIRE-D’s sole influence on some 
outcomes. However, FIRE-D’s thumbprint is evident in references 
to changes driven by JNNURM and AMRUT due to the fact that 
FIRE-D designed several of these reforms for JNNURM (e.g., 
DEAAS, credit ratings, bonds, e-governance), which were then 
carried over into the AMRUT scheme. The GoI commitment to 
urban development in 2005 presented a valuable opportunity 
to achieve large-scale, long-term change. USAID’s choice to 
seize this opportunity and contribute to it appears to have been 
a highly effective strategy to achieve long-term benefits. This 
activity is an apt illustration of the long-term value of working 
to address local capacity in partnership with a government that 
has a high commitment to WatSan development to advance a 
country’s journey to self-reliance. 

Long-Term Financial Stability: Various FIRE-D revenue
augmentation efforts, such as property tax reforms, appear to 
have improved municipal revenue for several cities. This, along 
with other FIRE-D activities like asset mapping and leakage 
and energy audits, have been incorporated into national policy 
through AMRUT. Some cited the need for updated municipal 
asset maps and human resource capacity improvements to 
sustain improvements in own-source revenue. DEAAS also 
continues to contribute to financial stability in that it improves 
reliability and predictability of financial monitoring. In some 
places that struggled with tax and tariff recovery, several 
stakeholders cited customers’ unwillingness to pay for services 
that they feel should be provided by the government. 

Funding for WatSan Development: Across all sites and
stakeholder types, respondents noted that plentiful government 
grant funding for WatSan development has, in many ways, 
suppressed the incentive to seek commercial viability and the 
market-based financing that FIRE-D promoted. While most 
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cities have continued to get credit ratings, in most cases they 
are done solely to meet an AMRUT requirement to access 
government funding rather than as a pathway to market 
finance. The availability of cheaper and less administratively 
burdensome capital through JNNURM and AMRUT grants, other 
government schemes, and other donors is a more attractive 
prospect, especially given concern about the commercial 
viability of WatSan. Two outliers that continue to successfully 
finance WatSan services through municipal bonds are the city 
of Pune, which leveraged its strong financial stability and budget 
surplus to do so, and the state of Tamil Nadu’s pooled bond 
mechanism.  This pooled fund has been successful due to its role 
as a state-level financial intermediary with specialized technical 
staff and resources, which allow often smaller, less creditworthy 
municipalities to access debt markets regularly, and with 
specialized staff that subsume capacity gaps among urban local 
body functionaries. Together this has built investor confidence.

Many felt lack of interest in PPPs relates to their lack of 
commercial viability or profitability due to inefficient user fee 
collection and political incentives to keep tariffs low and avoid 
negative public perceptions of privatizing services. PPPs are used 
more commonly for housing and solid waste management, though 
the evaluation team learned about other states exploring PPPs to 
fund fecal sludge treatment plants for non-networked sewerage. 

Government Capacity to Plan and Manage WatSan 
Development: Given the need for continued technical
assistance from external groups, it is clear that FIRE-D’s activities 
were not sufficient to fully capacitate local governments to 
plan and implement WatSan development on their own. The 
evaluation team concluded that incomplete decentralization of 
powers at the municipal level is one of the critical challenges 
to sustaining FIRE-D’s capacity-building efforts and aligning 
incentives and governance. Regarding CMAs, the sustainability of 
these bodies appeared to be in part dependent on having a clear 
mandate and bylaws that protect their functions from the shifting 
interests of revolving leadership.

KEY IMPLICATIONS/SELECTED 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
The full evaluation report offers several recommendations 
for USAID’s future efforts in the sector, some of which are 
excerpted here:

1. Establish government partnerships to drive
policy level and broader ecosystem changes in
WatSan. The greatest driver of FIRE-D’s sustainability
was the integration of its support into the GoI’s JNNURM
scheme. This approach should be replicated.

2. Promote regular mapping efforts for slums and
municipal assets to align WatSan development with true
needs and realities on the ground and improve own-source
revenue recovery. 

3. Support e-governance initiatives that improve
cost recovery and service delivery.

4. Consider supporting more pooled finance
facilities, which can provide market and blended finance
opportunities to smaller or less creditworthy municipalities
that would not otherwise be eligible.

5. Re-examine perceptions and feasibility of PPPs
in the water sector among various stakeholders, 
and identify the types of risk identification and contract
structures that could facilitate success.

6. Consider work on urban land reforms as a
precursor to expanding WatSan access. Policies
to address land tenure should be a programming priority
where USAID aims to expand access to WatSan in informal
settlements.

ENDNOTES
1 In this brief “water” refers to piped utility water, and “sanitation” 
refers narrowly to sewerage and toilets. Solid waste management and 
drainage did not fall within this evaluation’s scope. 
2TCG International. 2011. FIRE-D Brochure.
3JNNURM was a massive central government umbrella scheme that 
supplied grants for urban infrastructure development projects and 
prompted various governance and financial reforms at the state and city 
levels.
4A fifth evaluation question focused on gender and marginalized groups, 
and its related findings can be found in the final report. 

The Water Communications and Knowledge Manage-
ment Project is conducting a series of independent 
ex-post evaluations of closed USAID–funded water 
activities to further USAID’s understanding of why the 
outcomes of its completed WASH activities have or 
have not been sustained. This Evaluation Brief summa-
rizes results from the fourth full evaluation in the se-
ries. For more information and for the complete report 
visit Globalwaters.org or contact Holly Dentz, M&E 
Lead: HDentz@waterckm.com. 

Engineers at a plant built with a USAID Development Credit 
Authority-guaranteed bond. Photo credit: Prashanth Vishwanathan/USAID

Cover Image* Years after FIRE-D support ended, a community in 
Sangli, Maharashtra, has continued to successfully manage this public 
toilet. (Photo credit: Sujit Mridha/Water CKM Project)
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