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Introduction 
The challenge of maintaining services for large 

numbers of fragmented, geographically dispersed 

community-managed rural water facilities is well 
recognized. Conventional approaches to 

maintenance have largely been based on voluntary 

arrangements, with the burden of tasks often taken 
on by poorly trained or supported community 

committees. This model has struggled to adequately 

maintain rural water supply infrastructure over time, 
with small technical problems becoming more 

complex and costly to repair, resulting in 

unnecessary downtime and service disruption. 

The Sustainable WASH Systems Learning 

Partnership (SWS) is a 5-year global United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) 

cooperative agreement testing systems-based 

approaches, concepts, and tools to improve water 
service sustainability. SWS is unique in applying such 

a range of tools across local contexts, emphasizing 

partnership and learning for catalytic change in the 
sector, and testing new ideas and approaches to 

overcome systemic barriers to improving water 

service sustainability. 

A core area of learning for SWS is maintenance of water services. SWS uses the term 

professionalized maintenance to bring greater commonality to the dialogue around rural 

water provision; it is associated with a number of key characteristics (see Box 1). 

Key Messages 
• Well-structured and financed professionalized

maintenance can achieve much improved

service delivery outcomes, with functionality
rates above 95 percent and repair times of no

more than 2 to 3 days.

• Even with improved revenue collection and
willingness to pay for better services, some

form of subsidy is required to support
professional maintenance providers. Subsidies

work best when they are linked to measurable
performance indicators and applied through

transparent disbursement mechanisms.

• Scaling up professionalized maintenance
services requires strong commitment from

government, especially at local levels, to create
the enabling conditions and enforce and
regulate contracts and operational service

areas.

• System-strengthening interventions to support

professionalized maintenance services should
focus on overall governance, including
improved accountability mechanisms and local

leadership, to build trust and overcome
misconceptions about the value of

maintenance.

• Development partners have a positive role to
play in strengthening system factors but should

take time to understand and map local water
systems and avoid undermining government-

led initiatives.
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This  policy brief is  aimed  at 
development  partners  (donors,  

implementing  NGOs,  and  charities) and  

summarizes  the main findings  from SWS 
system-strengthening  interventions  

aimed  at scaling  up professionalized  

maintenance in Ethiopia,  Kenya,  and  
Uganda.  The brief is  based  on an analysis  

of the aggregated  learning  generated  by 

SWS project partners  through the 
coding  and  analysis  of 98 project 

documents  and  other SWS case raw  

data  and  learning  outputs  against 14 different themes.  It also  includes  recommendations  for 
different sets  of actors  engaged  in either financing  or implementing  interventions  in rural  water 

supply.

Box 1: Professionalized maintenance 

“Professionalized maintenance  involves trained personnel  

working within clear legal, policy, contractual,  and  

accountability frameworks that are  monitored against  

performance indicators and with agreed financing 

arrangements and transparent, regulated pricing structures  

to carry out repair and support services of different types on  

rural water  infrastructure.”  

Source:  Professionalized  Maintenance  for  Rural  Water  Service  Provision:  Toward  

a Common Language  and  Vision. 2021.  SWS  

Table 1. SWS partners working on professionalizing maintenance services 

SWS 

Partner 

Organization 

Profile 

Approach Scale of 

Operation 

Performance 

Ethiopia IRC 

Ethiopia 

International 

NGO 

Government-led 

maintenance 

Two woredas: 

Mille (113,914 
people) and 

South Ari 
(177,136 people) 

Strengthened regional 

and national policies for 
rural water supply 

maintenance 

Kenya FundiFix Social 

enterprise 

Guaranteed 

maintenance service 
provider 

Two counties, 

130 community 
water schemes, 
and 74 schools 

(79,000 people) 

Increased average 

functionality rates to 98 
percent, an average 
downtime of 1.62 days 

Uganda Whave Social 

enterprise 

Area maintenance 

service provider 

10 districts 

(266,723 people) 

Increased average 

functionality rates to 98 

percent; repair times of 
less than 2 days in more 

than 80 percent of cases 

IRC 

Uganda 

International 

NGO 

Operationalization of 

government operation 
and maintenance 

strategy at district level 

Kabarole 

District (300,000 
people) 

Strengthened District 

WASH Task Team; 
Kabarole ranked second 

out of 134 in local 

government service 
delivery performance 
assessments in 2019 and 

2020 
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Findings 
Based on the analysis of experiences and learning across SWS, researchers developed a 

pathway or roadmap toward professionalization of maintenance provision. The roadmap, 

shown in Figure 1, illustrates the sets of system elements that need to be in place, and which 
appear to support the emergence and scaling of professionalized maintenance provision. 

• Clear institutional arrangements establish which  
entities can provide maintenance services, legal  
mechanisms for registering and contracting  
providers, and delineate exclusive service areas of  
operation. Public entities, social enterprises, or  
private operators may provide the  
professionalized services; evidence shows that  
the logical scale of operation is at the  
decentralized local government level. Local  
governments play a key role at this scale by  
facilitating supportive environments for  
maintenance to take place; for example, they set  
and enforce local bylaws and leverage public  
financing, issue performance contracts, and  
establish supportive measures such as removing barriers to consumer entry.  

A Water and Sanitation Committee  chairperson  fills  
in a logbook to confirm that a hand  pump mechanic  

has conducted a  maintenance check.  Photo credit:  
Elizabeth Buhungiro  

• Formalized regulatory frameworks protect consumer interests and monitor 

performance, particularly in cases where services are provided by private entities. Of 
the three SWS countries only Kenya has an independent regulator in place, but with 

limited capacity for regulating rural water services. In Kenya and Uganda SWS partners 

have partially addressed the requirement for regulation by working within national 
protocols and supporting local 

government in their delegated 

regulatory functions to employ 
contracts for maintenance 

providers with explicit and 

measurable performance 
indicators. 

Box 2:  Increasing tariff revenues is not enough to meet  the full   
costs of maintenance provision 

FundiFix has demonstrated that professionalized maintenance  

approaches can stimulate greater levels of consumer payment through 

improving  services; however, there is a limit to tariff revenue.  Under  

the FundiFix model, communities pay a monthly  tariff for unlimited  

repairs (excluding capital  expenditure). From 2019 to 2020, revenue  
from rural water users in Kitui County  amounted to more than  

$19,000 through supplying reliable drinking water services to  

approximately  58,000 people in rural communities.  However, this  

income  was  not enough to pay for the costs of FundiFix’s Kitui  
operations. For example, the average  direct working  ratios covered by  

user payments ranged from only 16  percent  to 21  percent  in 2019.  

FundiFix made up this  shortfall in revenue through a  trust fund  and  

other external  grants totaling around $132,000.  

Source: A  Roadmap for  System  Strengthening  for  Professionalized  Rural Water  

Maintenance  Services. 2022. SWS.   

• Subsidies are required for 

professionalized maintenance, 
which cannot be financed by 

consumer revenues alone. For 

example, data from FundiFix in 
Kenya indicate tariff income as a 

proportion of operational 

working costs ranges from only 
16 percent to 21 percent, even 

though FundiFix achieves functionality rates of 98 percent along with repair times of less 
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than 2 days (see Box 2). Transparent financing mechanisms with the ability to deliver 
subsidies based on measurable performance metrics can work. An example is a trust 
fund mechanism established at the county level in Kenya that provides a means of 
pooling funding from different sources, including aid transfers and potentially public 
financing, to fill the gap between tariff income and the operational costs of private 
maintenance operators. 

Basic maintenance 
provision:
• Unsupported 

community-based 
management

• Government-led
• Donor/NGO supported
• Informal private 

Good governance for professionalizing 
maintenance provision

Accountability mechanisms
Formal coordination and accountability 

platforms through collective action 

Foundational Building Blocks

Institutional arrangements

Regulation 

Financing (including subsidies) 

Political and 
Technocratic 
Champions

Professionalized 
maintenance provision:
• Economies of scale
• Performance contracts
• Designated service areas
• Monitored and regulated
• Credible and trusted 

providers 

Monitoring Data 
and Evidence

Figure 1. Systems roadmap for professionalizing maintenance services 

SWS conducts factor mapping workshops in Kamuli District,

Uganda. Photo credit: Nick Valcourt

• Accountability factors and the space to
socialize new approaches and modify
stakeholder behaviors are key to the
success of professionalized maintenance.
Platforms and processes that can hold
different actors accountable to one
another and facilitate dialogue,
information sharing, and trust building
are essential for actors to accept
professionalized maintenance provision.
Political and technocratic champions can
play an instrumental role in either 
enabling or undermining such 
accountability mechanisms. Strong accountability measures can positively influence the
credibility and perceived value of (paying for) professionalized maintenance services for
consumers. In all cases, SWS partners promoted collective action approaches as core to
their system-strengthening efforts, ranging from learning alliances in Ethiopia and Uganda



to county WASH fora in Kenya and quarterly public-private partnership review 
meetings in Uganda. All of these platforms included elements of collective action, 

including defining common goals and using shared measurement to assess progress, and 

contributed to stronger accountability among stakeholders. 

Recommendations 
SWS lessons about the emergence and scale up of professionalized maintenance providers point 
to the complexity of the challenge and multiple potential entry points to strengthen a rural 

water system. The key question then is where to begin? Who can, and should, do what? 

System strengthening takes time, commitment, and adaptative approaches. Different system 

stakeholders can address distinct elements of the local system in support of improved 

maintenance, from governments that can control policy levers and funding streams, to donors 
and NGO development partners that can work in greater alignment toward a common vision 

of improved rural water services. A critical first step is to map and understand the actors and 

factors that make up the local water system. A second consideration is the time it may take to 
shift from existing maintenance arrangements to more professionalized solutions working at 

scale. Although there is no fixed blueprint, SWS learning suggests that such efforts can take a 

decade. This finding has implications for donor funding cycles that are typically shorter but 
should account for the sustained support required to achieve systemic change. 

Recommendations for funders: 

• Before committing to major capital investments in the rural water sector, invest in 

systems mapping to ensure adequate arrangements are in place for professionalized 
maintenance. 

• Confirm any new investments for infrastructure or rehabilitation work do not disrupt 

existing arrangements, for example, by undermining established tariff structures. 

• If there are doubts about how water supply services will be maintained for the long 

term, or if community end users are left on their own to manage without support, 

include interventions to address these gaps. 

• Support government efforts to draft new policy frameworks, promote entry of different 

service provider types, fund efforts to establish independent regulatory agencies, or 

devolve regulatory functions to local governments. 

• Use leverage to influence governments to strengthen key system factors and convince 

other donors to engage with national government ministries and politicians to push for 
greater public expenditure to support maintenance. 

• Consider establishing or contributing to funding mechanisms that can provide results-

based subsidies through pooled or revolving funds. 

Recommendations for development partner implementing agencies: 

• Regardless of scale, always coordinate with local government authorities within the 

system boundary and inform them of planned interventions. Respect existing 
institutional arrangements, regulations, and local bylaws that deal with rural water 

provision in general and maintenance provision specifically. 
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• Build local government capacity while respecting  
and aligning with official protocols and operational  
guidelines.  

• Be aware of tariff regimes and subsidy mechanisms  
and never undermine agreements stipulated by  
local or national authorities.  

• Actively participate in coordination platforms and  
collective action processes that can socialize new  
approaches to maintenance provision.  

• Share data with local government and other actors  
and avoid establishing parallel monitoring  
frameworks or data platforms that will not  
integrate with national frameworks.  

Fundifix  technicians  keep track of maintenance  

work. Photo credit: Cliff Nyaga  
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