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ABSTRACT 
 
Opinions on what is best way to provide more people in low income countries with adequate water and sanitation 

services have changed over time. A recent policy paradigm suggests that private companies should be involved in 

WSS service provision to improve the situation for those in need.   

 

This study looks at how issues of water supply and sanitation (WSS) have been confronted by the international 

donor community and how strategies to improve performance in this sector have changed from the early 1970’s up 

until today. The evolution of ideas and strategies are linked to overall development policies in order to better 

understand the forces that have shaped policy redirections in the sector. In addition, the case study of Ghana gives a 

preliminary picture of how donor policies have been played out in a national context. The concept of problem frames 

is used as an analytical tool in order to highlight how ideas change and replace each other but also to illustrate how 

problem frames are becoming more inclusive as new knowledge and experiences are gained.  

 

The study finds that while hardware knowledge such as engineering skills were put at the forefront to begin with, 

software matters such as capacity building and appropriate management of the sector gained increased attention with 

time. As the water challenge becomes increasingly framed as a matter of managing scarcity, the economic value of 

water is emphasized and private sector participation is promoted on a larger scale. With time the cross sectoral nature 

of the WSS issue gains increased attention as its overall impact on poverty reduction and environmental sustainability 

is emphasized. This holistic approach also contributes to an increased emphasis on sanitation as important to 

sustainable WSS systems and services.   

 

The case study of Ghana shows that all in all, institutional change within the Ghanaian WSS sector during the post 

independence era, mirror international policy trends. Power is moving out from the state in different directions and 

responsibilities are gradually hived off from the central organization to local authorities or other agencies working on 

specific issues. Subsidies on water tariffs are abolished and at the end of the period the private sector is also invited to 

act in the sector. However, recent trends indicate that as democracy deepens and civil society is growing stronger this 

also effects policy development in the Ghanaian WSS sector.   

 

Key words: Water Supply, Sanitation, Official Development Assistance, Institutional change, Problem Frames, Ghana, 

Private Sector Participation    
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The water challenge 
1,1 billion of the worlds population do not have access to clean drinking water and 2,4 billion 

lack basic sanitation.1 According to the UN millennium development goals, the proportion of 

people without clean water and sanitation is to be reduced by half until 2015.2 The problems 

associated with poor access to water and sanitation services are well known. Water borne diseases, 

such as cholera and diarrhoea, are responsible for 80 per cent of illnesses and deaths in the 

developing world.3 Water scarcity is not only a problem for rural areas but as migration from the 

countryside increases the supply of water and sanitation facilities in urban areas have evolved into 

an urgent problem. As a consequence of water scarcity women and children in low income 

countries spend hours every day to walk long distances to search for or collect water; time that 

certainly could be used in a more productive way, for instance for school attendance for the 

children. Easier access to water would empower women in developing countries from an 

economic, political and educational point of view.4 A regular water supply is also fundamental to 

agricultural and industrial production and is therefore a key prerequisite for private sector 

development. To sum up: water plays a crucial role in socio economic development. Still the 

situation remain far from satisfactory and there are different opinions on how to best face the 

water challenge, how to address the problem and what are best means to improve the situation for 

those in need. 

 

In many low income countries the evolution of urban water supply and sanitation (hereafter 

WSS) services and systems has been subject to strong foreign influence. The initial parts of the 

systems were usually established during colonial rule and were planned and constructed by the 

colonial administration.5 After independence, WSS soon developed into a prioritized area for 

international donor assistance and foreign influence continued after independence. Since donor 

activities started out on a larger scale in the 1960´s, sector emphasis and priorities have changed 

considerably over time. A recent policy paradigm suggests that private companies should be 

                                                 
1 WHO and UNICEF (2000), p 1. 
2 http://www.developmentgoals.org, The eight UN MDG´s are (I) Eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, (II) 
achievement of universal primary education, (III) promotion of gender equality and empowering women (IV) 
reducing child mortality (V) improving maternal health, (VI) Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, 
(VII) ensuring environmental sustainability, and (VIII) developing global partnership for development. The goal of 
reducing the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and sanitation is part of the seventh goal – 
ensuring environmental sustainability.     
3 GIWA (2003), p 7.  
4 See for example UN (2003), p 251, Global Water Partnership (2003) , p 9.  
5 See for example Nilsson (2006) 
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involved in providing water services in developing countries6. But what are the circumstances that 

effected policy redirections within the sector? What was the wider political, economic and 

ideological context in which these policies evolved? How has the historical context such as 

contemporary development theories influenced policymaking and the governance models chosen 

during different time periods? What were the arguments and reasons for the decisions made? 

 

To gain a deeper understanding for the wider political and economic context in which 

multilateral donor policies on WSS issues have evolved, and to provide some historical depth to 

current  activities within the sector, this study seeks to follow and analyze the evolution of 

multilateral donor policies to the water supply and sanitation sector from the 1970’s up until 

today. The study strives to identify how changes in sector priorities are reflected in policy 

documents, and to some extent through financial resources allocation. WSS is put in a broader 

context to investigate how donor assistance to WSS matches the evolution of development 

paradigms within the international donor community on a larger scale.   

 

To illustrate how international policies have been played out at a national level, some preliminary 

findings from a case study of the WSS history in Ghana will be presented in the last chapter. 

Ghana appears as an interesting case in light of its political and economic history. International 

trends have often materialized as radical shifts in Ghana’s domestic economic policies where the 

pendulum has swung from radical socialism to neo liberal development strategies. Therefore 

Ghana has been looked upon both as a leading exponent of the Pan–African vision and socialistic 

development strategies as well as “model country” of IMF/WB Structural Adjustment policies. 

Recent trends of private sector participation within the Ghanaian water sector have also attracted 

a lot of attention and have been widely aired in international water development fora, for reasons 

that will be further discussed in this study.  

1.2 Aim and research questions 
Much of the existing academic literature on international cooperation and policy making on 

water supply and sanitation issues look at the sector as separated from overall development 

policies or isolated from the surrounding economic historical context. This study points to the 

need of putting each strategy in its time context. Thus the overall objective of the study is to map 

and analyze the evolution of donor assistance policies to WSS and to link this development to 

contemporary general development strategies within the international donor community. By 

                                                 
6 I am aware of the many problems related to the use of the concept “developing countries” and the symbolic values 
attached to the word. In this study I use the concept only to refer to countries which are not considered as transition 
economies or high income countries but are placed on part two of the OECD/DAC list. 
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highlighting international contextual factors the study aims to provide a deeper understanding for 

the drivers of change behind the major WSS sector policy shifts.   

 

In a first step the study aims identify how WSS sector priorities have changed over time: What 

are seen as the major challenges and key issues during different time periods? How have the WSS 

issue been framed and reframed in relation to contemporary development theories and strategies? 

What solutions are generated from different problem frames?  

 

In a nest step a preliminary picture of the WSS history in post independence Ghana is provided; 

How have international WSS policies been played out in Ghana? To what extent does 

institutional change in the Ghanaian WSS sector reflect changing policies at an international 

level? The case study of Ghana will be further explored in the doctoral thesis, hence the findings 

presented here must be seen as preliminary.    

1.3 Sources and delimitations 
Official Development Assistance (hereafter ODA) is a well researched field. Therefore secondary 

literature has been consulted for the general overview of assistance paradigms within the 

international donor community. I have chosen to look at some standard works in the field, 

among them Stokke7 and Riddel8 which have served as a basis for the review.  

 

For international WSS policy development, the study covers the situation from the early 1970’s 

up until 2005. The starting point is motivated by the fact that donor assistance to WSS on a 

larger scale took shape during the 1970´s and thereafter collaboration was extended and 

developed considerably at an international level.  

 

Three types of sources have been used to map the evolution of WSS sector policies during the 

period of investigation. First of all, the study draws on the existing body of research which has 

helped to identify the most important water conferences held during the period of investigation.9 

The second kind of source material consists of a review of declarations and reports from 

international meetings on water and sanitation issues from the beginning of the 1970´s up until 

today. Important conferences and forums within the area have often been organized either within 

                                                 
7 Stokke (1996) Foreign Aid Towards the year 2000: Experiences and Challenges, EADI Book Series 18 Frank Cass, 
London
8 Riddel (1987) Foreign Aid Reconsidered, Baltimore, Overseas Development Institute, John Hopkins University 
Press, London 
9 Grover & Howarth (1991), Black (1998) and Seppelä (2001) have investigated different aspects of donor activities 
and policies within WSS but depart from other sources or time periods than does this study.  
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the United Nations (UN) system or in collaboration with the UN, hence the review will reflect 

the development of statements and recommendations that have been expressed within these fora. 

In the review of conference proceedings and policy documents a natural focus has been put on 

urban water supply rather than other water sector uses such as irrigation or the protection of the 

marine environments. 

 

Since international cooperation on WSS issues accelerated, meetings and conferences were more 

frequent at the end of this period. Therefore there is more material to analyze at the end of the 

1990´s and beginning of the new millennium. Some conferences from this time period have been 

left out, simply because they only repeated what had already been said and did not add any 

information that was relevant for this study. It could maybe be argued that the four World Water 

Forums that have been held since 1997 should have been included. However, it is my assessment 

that what was said within these fora in terms of problem analyses and recommended action do 

not differ in any significant way from the policies promoted by the UN or the WB. 

 

The third source consists of different types of documents which reflect the evolution of World 

Bank policies within the sector. The World Bank has a long history of engagement in WSS 

activities, and with time it has gained a special position as a leading policy actor within the sector. 

Whereas the World Bank is usually categorized as a donor agency committed to development 

financing, it is also important to remember that its main activities is loan giving. Therefore it is 

primarily a lending institution which provides loans on favourable financial terms, although the 

share of resources mediated as pure grants has grown during the last years. Accordingly the World 

Bank is neither a Bank in the common sense but a lending institution with poverty reduction as 

its primary goal. Although World Bank operations are and have been frequently criticised, the 

organization is commonly referred to as a trend-setter that influence international thinking within 

the donor community at a larger scale. This justifies the inclusion of the WB in this study. In this 

study the Bank’s sector agenda is illustrated in different types of documents; sector studies and 

evaluation reports which is available through the WB online document database.  

 

Accordingly, the study look at two types of multilateral fora and does not take bilateral aid 

policies into consideration, the reason being that multilateral fora reflect the norms and ideas 

followed by the majority of donors in a better way than bilateral donor agencies, by avoiding bias 

towards specific national preferences and strategies. Still, I am aware that power asymmetries give 

some countries more impact in the making of international aid regimes than others. Financially 

strong member states always have a larger impact on policy formulation than poorer countries. 
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This is especially the case within the World Bank Group where voting power is directly related to 

capital share within the Bank.  

 

Official policy documents and conference proceedings give limited possibilities to step “behind 

the scenes” to investigate who really made the rules, for whom and what were the hidden agendas. 

On the other hand, an actor analysis is not the focal point of this study which primarily seeks to 

give a review of the ideas guiding international thinking on WSS issues, how this has changed 

over time and how it relates to overall development discourse. It is also important to mention that 

the study is a story told from a donor perspective. Some preliminary findings on the experiences 

from a recipient country are given in the final chapter but will be further developed in the coming 

doctoral thesis on the development of WSS institutions in Ghana during the post independence 

era.  

 

Data on ODA flows are based on OECD/DAC figures which are available online. A shortfall 

with this database is that ODA channeled through Non Governmental Organizations (NGO´s) is 

not included in the statistics. However, since this study mainly concentrate on multilateral donor 

agencies such as UN agencies and development banks, it will not effect the outcomes of this 

study.   

 

For the last chapter on WSS development in Ghana, the study is partly informed by personal 

interviews with people working actively within the water sector in Ghana, either as civil servants 

within the water administration, at the Ghana Water Company Ltd, at donor agencies or in Non 

Governmental Organisations (NGO’s) working on water related projects in Ghana.  All 

interviews are not referred to as footnotes in this study. Nevertheless they contributed to develop 

my first understanding of the water sector reforms in Ghana and therefore I find it appropriate to 

include the complete list of the interviews in the references.  I look upon the oral sources as an 

additional source of information which can be used to strengthen or complement public print 

and policy documents. If both sources can be used and compared to each other, this can help 

towards a broader and deeper understanding for the phenomena under study.  

 

There is no overall policy document for the water sector in Ghana to follow over time. The 

Ghana Water Policy is currently waiting to be approved by the parliament whereupon it can be 

officially launched. Instead public print, consultancy reports and material from donors active in 

the WSS sector have been used to reconstruct the WSS history in Ghana.  
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Due to limitations in time and resources, focus in this study has been put on the post colonial era 

in Ghana and the development strategies for the sector that were applied after independence. 

Legacies from the colonial era however cannot be ignored as an important component in the 

development but are not in the immediate focus for this study.  

 

A great challenge to the project is the lack and/or insecurity of quantitative data regarding 

household connections and WSS coverage over time. Different sources give different figures and 

sometimes even contradict. This is inevitably a part of the problem under study. If the water 

sector was well functioning, there would also be reliable and comparable data on the number of 

connected households, unaccounted for water, real demand and production capacities. Therefore 

all figures presented have to be treated as estimations rather than exact values.    

1.4 Study Outline 
The study has been divided into seven main chapters. To place the subject under study in a wider 

research context the introductory chapter is followed by a section on the empirical and theoretical 

points of departure in Chapter 2. In order to give the reader a picture of the economic and 

political climate in which ODA to WSS have developed, chapter 3 briefly outlines the evolution 

of ideas and strategies for development that have guided thinking and action within the 

international donor community during the post war period. The empirical investigation in 

chapter 4, focus more specifically on WSS and how policy priorities within this sector have 

changed over time. Here I look at the outcomes of a range of international conferences and 

reports on Water and Sanitation issues as well as policy documents from the World Bank, as a 

leading international player within the sector. Chapter 5 give a brief picture of ODA flows to 

WSS during the post World War II era. Here it is investigated whether international policy 

trends are reflected in ODA investments. Chapter 6 finally gives a picture of the Ghanaian 

setting, the country context and the post independence history before presenting some 

preliminary findings from the investigation of the evolution of the Ghanaian WSS sector. 

Chapter seven, finally summarize, analyze and present the conclusions of the study.  
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2. RESEARCH CONTEXT  
The study of WSS policies in developing countries touches upon several research areas and 

theoretical fields. This chapter will help to narrow down the scope by outlining the empirical and 

theoretical points of departure for the study. The first two paragraphs of this chapter provide a 

background on the empirical context in which the study should be placed and point to areas 

where more research is needed. The following three paragraphs discuss some central theoretical 

concepts which are brought into the study and build up the analytical frames. A short 

background on the institutional economics perspective is provided in order to guide the reader 

into the next chapter on policy frames and reframing, which are more explicitly used as analytical 

tools in this study.     

 

2.1 Empirical points of departure 

2.1.1 North American and European WSS history  
Recognition is growing that in order to address current problems in WSS sectors in developing 

countries, more historical knowledge on the local evolution of WSS systems and services in these 

areas is needed. There is a considerable knowledge gap on the history of WSS services and systems 

in many developing countries; hence a lot of water sector reforms   are carried out without a 

knowledge base on previous experiences within the sectors.10 In contrast, more has been done to 

analyze the development of the water and sanitation sector in Europe and North America. Here I 

will not give a comprehensive review of the extensive body of research on North American and 

European WSS history. Instead this section aims to point to some illustrative examples of this 

subject matter.  

 

Juuti & Katko provide a thorough picture of the evolution of water and sanitation services in 29 

European cities. The authors point to local variations in institutional set ups for the water and 

sewerage sector among different cities and hereby emphasize that there is no “one size fits all” 

solution which is appropriate to all different local settings. Technical and institutional 

arrangements, they argue, heavily depend on cultural context and legal traditions in each country. 

This fact has to be taken into account when trying to design solutions for today’s developing 

countries.   

 

                                                 
10 See for example Nilsson (2006); Juuti & Katko (2005) 
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Factors creating demand for WSS services also show some variations between European countries. 

On a general level it can be stated that the emergence of WSS systems in Europe were triggered 

by the sanitary and environmental problems caused by industrialization and urbanization. Here, 

England is referred to as the forerunner of modern water supply and sanitation systems while the 

innovations soon spread to other parts of Europe and the United States.11 The need for fire 

fighting also triggered demand for water supply systems, especially in areas with wooden houses. 

Fire insurance companies, for example, played a large role in financing the first piped water 

supplies in the Nordic countries. Other motives for the early WSS movement were public health 

and environmental concerns as well as mere business and industrial interests.12  

 

In a study of the introduction of water, sewerage and excreta collection in two Swedish cities, 

Linköping and Norrköping, Hallström finds that finds that many factors other than public health 

and technology were involved when piped water and sewerage were introduced in the first place.  

Hallström finds that economic actor-networks linked to the ruling elite were important agents of 

change.13 In the case of Rhenish Preussia it was the rising income of middle - class voters and 

demand by industrial users, rather than mere public health concerns that triggered the demand 

for improved water supply.14

 

Juuti & Katko find that the establishment of modern water systems mainly started out as private 

initiatives in the form of consessions.15 However, ideas about public and private responsibilities 

changed and the systems were soon taken over by the public with the motivation that WSS 

services were important for both public health and national economic development.16 According 

to Juuti & Katko the share of municipally owned and run WSS systems in the large provincial 

towns grew from 40 % to 80 % from1861 to 1881.17

Joseph Chamberlain argued in 1884 that:  

 

“It is difficult if not impossible to combine the citizens´ rights and interests and the 

private enterprises´ interest because of the private enterprises aims and its natural and 

justified objective, the biggest possible profit”18   

 
                                                 
11 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28. 
12 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 223. 
13 Hallström (2002) 
14 Brown (1998), quoted in Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28. 
15 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 39.  
16 Budds & Mc Grahanan (2003), p. 91.   
17 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28. 
18 Quoted in Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 41. 
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Another historical example of debates on public and private responsibilities in urban water 

provision is the discussions that surrounded the introduction of municipal water in Boston, New 

England. Michal Rawson19 show that the idea of commonly owned water was supported by 

working class members and urban reformers which expected free, pure water to be an engine for 

social change. The symbolic values attached to water as being “life itself” and “a gift from God” 

were also used to attack the idea of private ownership and management of Boston’s water 

supplies. On the other hand the advocates for private water argued that “….making water a 

public rather than a private utility would set a dangerous precedent and ultimately undermine the 

nations commitment to free enterprise..”20  

 

Unlike most other European countries France chose to continue the private operator tradition 

within WSS services provision which is still an important feature of the French public utility 

model. This is partly due to the fact that France has around 36 0000 municipalities and that it 

would be inconvenient for each of them to have their own public utility. In addition, in order to 

protect themselves from centralization, municipalities in France have chosen to build close ties to 

private companies.21 Due to the long tradition of private sector participation in France some of 

the largest water companies operating at an international level are also of French origin.22

 

Finally, Juuti & Katko distinguish some noticeable trends in WSS services development in the 

case cities studied. From the early 1800’s to the mid 1800’s the biggest urban centers 

experimented with private concessions. Between the mid 1800’s and the early 1900’s 

municipalities tended to take on greater responsibilities. During the third phase from the early 

1900s and the 1980s improvements and expansions of the existing WSS systems were made in 

terms of coverage, quality and technical solutions. With the exception of France, municipal or 

inter municipal management solutions were usually chosen. After the collapse of the Soviet 

Union many water and sewerage systems in central and Eastern Europe were reconstructed. 

During the 1990´s private sector participation within the WSS in many countries and cities was 

reintroduced. In the 21st century however, the authors finally discern a trend towards “a more 

diverse culture of water management” where a wide range of options in terms of technology and 

institutional arrangements are available. 23

 

                                                 
19 Rawson (2004) 
20 Rawson (2004), p. 425. 
21 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 41. 
22 Budds & Granahan (2003), p. 105. 
23 Juuti & Katko (2005) pp. 237-238.   
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A major finding in the study is that WSS institutions have developed under management of the 

local government. Therefore they argue, it is important to give developing countries the same 

space in planning and managing WSS sectors today. Priority has to be given to build capacity 

among local governments and utilities as well as the local private sector.24

 

In the next chapter, some background information on recent trends of private sector participation 

within WSS services in developing countries is given.  

 

2.1.2 The reintroduction of market solutions  
In 1989 the national water utilities in England and Wales were fully privatized.25 Under the neo 

liberal government of Margaret Thatcher, a large part of well fare services were being 

commercialized, thus the water utility was only one in a range of state owned utilities that was 

privatized in the UK. The privatization of the water supply in England and Wales is commonly 

referred to as an event that has paved the way for further privatization efforts in other parts of 

Europe and in developing countries.26  

 

The widespread use of the term “privatization” somehow obscures the fact that many different 

contractual arrangements are possible when introducing PSP within WSS. In Table 1 below the 

allocation of responsibilities under different PSP arrangements is shown.  

                                                 
24 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 239. 
25 For further reading see for instance Bakker (2003) Gustavsson (2001) 
26 See for example WB (2003), p. x, (Foreword) 
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Table 1: Characteristics of different PSP arrangements 
 

 Service 

contract 

Management 

contract 

Lease/ 

Affermage 

 

Concession BOT- type Divestiture 

Asset ownership Public Public Public Public Private/public Private 

Capital investment Public Public Public Private Private Private 

Commercial risk Public Public Shared Private Private Private 

Operations/maintenance Private/public Private Private Private Private Private 

Contract Duration 1-2 years 3-5 years 8-15 years 25-30 years 20-30 years Indefinite 

 

Source: Budds & Mc Grahanan (2003), p 89. 

 

 
As is illustrated in the above there are several different options for PSP contracts ranging from 

short term service contracts to full divestiture. Full divestiture, means a total sell out of the 

ownership of systems and services. This was the case in the privatization of the British water 

utility in 1989 but has also taken place in Estonia and in Chile.27 What is sometimes referred to 

as the Frensch model28  signifies an institutional set up where the state is acting as the policy 

maker and the asset holder, whereas private firms carry the responsibility for operation and 

maintenance of the water supplying systems, usually under a lease arrangement for 10-15 years. 

The private operator pays a lease fee to the asset holder who is responsible for investments made 

in the system.29

  

Before the 1990’s there were few PSP contracts in the WSS sector in developing countries. 

However, during the 1990´s PSP within WSS grew significantly. Many developing countries 

entered on PSP programs, often triggered by donor agencies or development banks.30 According 

to the WB, 43 developing countries conferred 203 projects with private participation between 

1990 and 2001.31 This was a clear break with previous trends where public management of utility 

services was the norm. The PSP trend during the 1990´s has been described as a move away from 

                                                 
27 Kjellén (2006), p. 42.  
28 See for example Finger & Allouche (2002), pp. 88-89. 
29 Kjellén (2006), p. 51. 
30 Budds & Mc Granahan (2003), p. 87.   
31 WB (2003)b, p 144. In the WB statistics many small projects are omitted  
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a “water development” to a “water allocation” oriented paradigm.32 From an initial focus on 

developing new water sources and investing in new infrastructure, attention has gradually turned 

towards creating more efficiency within the sector and using existing resources in a less wasteful 

way. In this process, water users also become customers or clients.  

 

Relative to other infrastructure services, PSP within the WSS sector was relatively late to arrive on 

the scene. Diagram 1 below; illustrate the annual investments in infrastructure projects with 

private participation from 1990 – 2001. 

 

Diagram 1: Private Investments in Infrastructure, 1990 – 2001  

 
Annual investments in Infrastructure projects with PSP by sector, Developing Countries, 1990 - 2001 
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Source: Estimated from graph World Bank (2003)b Private Participation in Infrastructure: Trends in Developing 

Countries in 1990 – 2001, p 13.  

 

As is shown in the diagram above, private investment levels in WSS have been low relative to 

other infrastructure services. The WSS market is considered as difficult and more risky for 

investors than for example transport telecommunications. This is partly related to the very special 

nature of WSS as being a basic service with a strong poverty related character. Other factors are 

for example technological, institutional or political such as resistance to raising tariffs.33  

                                                 
32 See for example Saleth & Dinar (2004), Seppelä (2001) 
33 WB (2003)b, p 144, Kessides (2004), p. 219. 
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There is a large literature on recent trends of privatization in WSS services and the consequences 

for developing countries. Experiences from PSP projects are mixed, varying from country, region, 

by type of contract and by author or publisher. World Bank literature tends to show on examples 

and conditions under which PSP can be a good option for reforming non efficient public 

utilities.34 Public Services Research Institute (PSIRU), on the other hand tends to highlight 

examples where PSP has failed, and promote public utility solutions.35

 

Braadbart36 gives a good review of the experiments with water and wastewater PPP´s in low and 

middle income countries during the 1990´s. Braadbart states that the reforms must be 

understood in the light of the financial difficulties that hit low income countries during the 

1980´s which triggered cost cutting of public sectors all over the developing world. Here 

infrastructure made an obvious target for economic reforms. Another factor that opened a 

window for PSP within WSS was technological change which had brought an end to the 

principal of natural monopolies within the telecommunication industry. This partly opened up 

for new organizational thinking within infrastructure services in general. The breaking up of 

natural monopolies within telecommunications had shown that PSP could deliver improvements. 

Braadbart argues that what he refer to as “the first generation of PPP´s” were too ambitious in 

scale and in scope as well as in time horizons. PSP contracts were usually carried out as 

concessions or BOTs37 which involved both investment and systems operations. In addition, they 

were long enduring, 15-40 years, and contracts as a rule comprised large urban agglomerations. 

The bidders were mostly international private operators and according to Braadbart, the contracts 

were usually designed and implemented in haste.  Still, Braadbart argues, PSP brought some 

transparency into the sector and made the operators more accountable to their customers, since 

the contracts detailed rights and responsibilities between the operator and the authority in charge 

of the sector. The overall picture shows that because prices were far below cost recovery level 

when PSP was introduced, they did not decrease but remained constant or increased. Some 

concessions experienced improvements in labor productivity. In his review Braadbart sees that 

many PPP´s experienced problems. Since many projects were rushed and poorly planned they 

had to be renegotiated. Many projects also failed because of weak regulatory frameworks or local 

political resistance. Bradbart argues that many of the reforms had unrealistic aims since they 

                                                 
34 See for instance Idelovitch & Ringskog (1995), Rivera (1996) Kessides (2004) 
35 See for example Hall (2004), Hall, Lobina & de la Motte (2003), Bayliss (2001)   
36 Braadbart (2004)  
37 Meaning Build – Operate – Transfer, See Table 1 
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included the ambition to “create self regulating zones of good governance in countries with weak 

institutions.”38

 

The diagram below show cumulative investments in WSS projects with PSP by region. Note that 

this shows on private investments, not on Official Development Assistance. Most of the PSP 

projects have been carried out in Latin America and the Carribean. Second largest receiver of 

investments in PSP projects is East Asia. 

 

Diagram 2: Private Investment in Water and Sewerage by region, 1990 – 2001 

 

Cumulative Investment in Water and Sewerage Projects with Private Participaton by region, 
Developing Countries, 1990 - 2001
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Source: World Bank (2003)b “Private Sector Participation in Infrastructure in Developing Countries 1999 – 2002”, p 

150.  

 

Although private investments in WSS in Sub Saharan Africa and in South Asia only make up 

around 1 % respectively, many PSP projects have been carried out and financed as part of ODA.  

According to the World Bank, the greatest challenge in this policy shift has not been related to 

technical aspects but has rather been connected to the introduction of an market orients 

institutional arrangement in terms of new water laws and water policies 39  

 

                                                 
38 Bradbart (2004) p. 332. 
39 WB (2003)b, p. 144. 
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As previously mentioned there is a relatively large literature on the consequences of PSP within 

WSS. However the processes that predate PSP contracts within the WSS sector are not as well 

documented. A point of departure for the present study is the situation today must be looked 

upon as the result of previous debates and trends within the sector. Therefore more research 

needs to be done on the historical process that leads up to the present PSP contracts.  

 
Drawing on the empirical context that has been outlined in the above some important knowledge 

gaps have been identified. First, there is a previous lack of studies investigating the WSS history in 

many African countries. Secondly, there is also a need for more knowledge on the process that 

have predated current reforms of privatization within WSS sectors in developing countries. This 

study does not claim to give the full answer to these questions. But by giving a background on 

international WSS policies and their relation to overall ODA strategies the study aims to set the 

stage for a deeper investigation of the Ghanaian WSS history. A preliminary picture of the 

institutional development in the WSS sector in Ghana is given in the last chapter of this study. 

However this subject will be further investigated in the doctoral thesis.  

 

The next chapter aims to present and discuss some central theoretical concepts that are important 

to this study. The first part is mainly aimed as a background to give the reader a deeper 

understanding for the analytical tools which are presented in the second paragraph. 

 

2.2 Theoretical points of departure 

2.2.1 Institutional change as evolution and design 
Traditional economic theory departs from assumptions on perfectly rational and fully informed 

individuals. Within the institutional economics tradition on the other hand, rationality is seen as 

a highly time and place dependent concept. The core of institutional economics is a 

reformulation of the neoclassical paradigm which emphasizes that history matters, institutions 

matter and time and context matter to the choices made by actors during different time periods. 

A consequence of this perspective is that human actions must always be looked upon as 

embedded in a larger context which limits the choices for action.  

 

Thus, from an institutional economics perspective it is the institutions that define the rules for 

development and provide the incentives structure for social change. North define institutions as 

ideas, perceptions, values and cultural norms i.e. informal institutions or formal laws and rules set 
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up to regulate society; i.e. formal institutions.40 North further argues that while formal 

institutions can change overnight, informal institutions change only gradually. Therefore there 

will always be a tension between changing ideas and perceptions and formal institutions i.e. 

changing political practices.41  

 

How institutions, formal and informal change and interact is a question at the heart of economic 

history. Rutherford42 argues that within the Old Institutional Economics (OIE) and the New 

Institutional Economics (NIE) we can find two different ways of viewing the driving forces 

behind institutional change. A division is made between changes caused either by evolution or 

design, where evolutionary change is characterized as a more or less automatic process where old 

institutions are followed by new ones which are better adapted to their environment. According 

to this “evolutionary view” which is closer connected to the OIE tradition, institutional change 

can be viewed as a process where “bad” i.e. non efficient institutions are followed by better ones 

relating to an ever changing and dynamic surrounding reality. Put in another way, institutional 

change simply occurs when the cost of “business as usual” exceeds the benefits of institutional 

reform. North, on the other hand emphasize that:  

 

“Institutions are not always or even usually created to be socially efficient; rather they 

…are created to serve the interests of those with the bargaining power to create new 

rules”43  

 

This lies closer to the “design aspect” of institutional change and refers to the power of vested 

interests and actors as triggers in the process of societal change. Here, political or economical 

entrepreneurs who are in a position to influence policymaking become important 

actors/designers.  

 

Streck and Thélen describe explain institutional change by stating that no rules/regimes are 

always perfectly designed to work in a complex and ever changing reality. There are always 

shortfalls in the system and it is within these gaps, between the formal rules44 and the 

                                                 
40 North (1995), p. 25.  
41 North (1990)  
42 Rutherford (1994) 
43 North (1995), p. 20. 
44 Streck & Thelen define institutions in a narrow sense by solely referring to formal rules and regulations. The 
informal aspect; i.e ideas, norms and habits are thus left out in their definition. In addition they do not attempt to 
explain institutional change in anything else than what they refer to as “advanced political economies”. Nevertheless I 
find their discussion on causes of institutional change as applicable to a wider context.  
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implementation of the rules, that an opportunity for institutional change is opened. These ”gaps” 

can be used by vested interests pushing for a certain solution within the frames of the existing 

system; i. e lobbying or ”invasion” or ”assimilation” of external influences. If the current 

institutional arrangement is not updated in accordance with the surrounding world in a satisfying 

manner they will be outdated and rendered ineffectual. Streeck and Thelen also refer to external 

influences and circumstances when trying to explain the causes of institutional change.45 The 

theoretical concepts introduced here i.e. formal and informal institutions, evolution and design 

etc, aim to give the reader a deeper understanding for the next chapter on frames and the process 

of reframing. These concepts will be more explicitly used as analytical tools in the study.   

 

2.2.2 Perceptions, frames and the process of reframing 
A central point of departure for this study is that institutional change is not merely a result of 

changing resource realities. Ideas and perceptions also play a fundamental role to historical 

development. Indeed, WSS policies are changing as a response to political, economic, social and 

environmental surroundings. But policies are also actively designed by actors which perceive the 

problem in different ways. The shaping of ideologies is therefore a crucial factor when trying to 

explain societal change. The way that humans perceive the world is further on fundamental to the 

way they decide to deal with problems. 

 

Stålgren use the concept “constructions of reality” when studying how international regimes, in 

this case Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)  strategies, developed by 

international experts and policy makers are reinterpreted by local actors at a grassroots level and 

transformed in accordance with the respective actors´ worldviews. Stålgren finds that different 

perceptions of the strategic importance of water give different meanings to the IWRM strategies 

at the level of implementation and therefore new meanings are attached to the concept. Different 

constructions of reality thus explain why internationally agreed upon policies often do not reach 

the expected outcomes after implementation.46  

 

Another concept illustrating differing worldviews is the idea of policy frames. Framing can be 

explained as the process of giving meaning to a situation in accordance with ones worldview. 

When an actor frames a conflict, he or she creates interpretations of what the conflict is all about, 

why it occurred and accordingly how it is best solved. According to Gray frames are, among other 

                                                 
45 Streck & Thelen (2005) 
46 Stålgren (2006)   
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things used to define issues and shape what action should be taken.47 Further on, the process of 

framing means prioritizing certain information while leaving other parts of the story outside the 

frame. Therefore several problem frames can coexist or conflict.  

 

In her study of environmental conflicts between reindeer herders and local forest managers in 

northern Finland, Raitio uses the concept of “conflict frames” to illustrate how different actors 

perceive the conflict, what it is all about and how they give meaning to the situation. She 

describes how conflict frames cause a kind of “selective seeing” which filters information in 

accordance with the perceivers worldview and interests.48 Raitio argues that the Finnish Forest 

and Park Service and the ministry for Agriculture and Forestry, frame the conflict mainly from a 

timber production oriented perspective. The inability of the administration to discern the 

problem frames of both parties in the dispute, seriously effect the severity and durability of the 

conflict. 49

 

Frames do not need to be permanent but can change over time. The process where frames change 

is here referred to as a process of reframing. Gray defines reframing as something that happens 

when disputants develop a new way of interpreting or understanding one or more of the other 

parties in a conflict.50 The purpose of this study is not to analyze policy conflicts per se, but still to 

follow and analyze changing problem frames; i.e a process of reframing in relation to WSS 

policies over time within the international donor community. In order to better understand the 

mechanisms that determine policy development within the WSS sector a frame perspective will 

be applied onto WSS donor policies. How have the WSS issue been framed, why was it framed in 

a certain way and what solutions were generated from different problem frames?  

 

To sum up, this study looks at institutional change at two different levels. At an international 

level it looks at informal institutions, or what I prefer to refer to as problem frames, within the 

international donor community and how they change. At a national level, the study looks at how 

these global processes are manifested in the governance structure in the Ghanaian water sector i.e 

formal institutional change, at a local level.   

 

 

                                                 
47 Gray (2003), p. 15. 
48 Raitio (2006), p. 10. 
49 Raitio (2006), pp. 22-23 
50 Gray (2003), p. 32. 
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3. FROM GAP ANALYSIS TO CAPACITY BUILDING 
As many critics of Official Development Assistance (hereafter ODA) have pointed out, aid 

activities sometimes tend to lack historical perspectives. King argues that in the rush to formulate 

new development strategies, elements of the past are sometimes recreated. Owing to this, policy 

development within ODA has been described as a “swinging pendulum”.51 This indicate that the 

evolution of policies might be better described as returns to old ideas rather than as a progressive 

development which builds on a knowledge base, gained from the past. This chapter will outline 

some of the evolving development paradigms and aid strategies from the 1960´s onwards. The 

overview is not a comprehensive analysis. Instead it presents some of the major paradigms that set 

the tone in international development thinking during the post World War II era up until today. 

 

3.1 The emergence of Official Development Assistance  
Official Development Assistance in its present shape emerged during the 1950´s. Within this 

context the Marshall Aid (1948–51) to Europe, is commonly pointed to as a forerunner.52 Focus 

was on capital accumulation and it was assumed that large capital investments from industrialized 

countries would help stimulate economic growth in developing countries and accelerate 

development as the Marshall Aid did in Europe. As the process of decolonization drew attention 

to the newly independent states in Africa and Asia, industrialization in the developing world was 

also adapted as a sort of a “post colonial mission” to many industrialized states.53 Rich countries 

usually engaged in their former colonies, thus economic relations were many times maintained 

after independence. 

 

Official development assistance also emerged at a time when the post II World War bipolar 

system was taking shape. As superpower relations grew colder during 1970´s, a more or less 

outspoken motive for ODA was to serve as a channel for western countries when pursuing their 

foreign policy objectives.54  Theoretical motivations for giving aid were provided by the 

modernization school with famous theorists such as Arthur Lewis and Walt Rostow which will be 

further discussed below. 

The United Nations system itself was founded at the end of Second World War as well as the 

Bretton Woods Institutions; The World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the GATT. 

                                                 
51 Emmerij (1996), p 309, King (2004), p. 18. 
52 See for example Riddel (1987), p. 86, Stokke (2000), p. 20. 
53 Black (1998), p. 5.  
54 See Stokke (2000) Omurayi (2001) and Riddel (1987) for discussions on altruistic and strategic motives for giving 
aid. 
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Many bilateral development agencies as well as regional development banks were established 

during the 1960´s.  

 

3.2 To fill the gaps - the modernization paradigm 
The 1950´s and 1960´s was a period characterized by a sense of general optimism concerning the 

economic future of the newly independent states in the developing world. Immense expectations 

aroused as the former colonies gained independence and it was believed that the road from 

political independence to industrialization and economic growth would be short and 

straightforward. Drawing on lessons from experiences with the Marshall aid and how it fostered 

economic growth in Europe, it was presumed that more than anything else, lack of capital 

hindered economic growth in developing countries. Theoretical justifications for giving aid were 

provided by current growth and stages theories, among others Arthur Lewis, Roy Harrod, Evsey 

Domar and Walt Rostow’s works.  

 

According to the Harrod-Domar model, financial investments would accelerate development by 

increasing production capacity and national incomes. This increase in production capacity would 

bring more savings which at a state of equilibrium also generate more investments.55 ODA was 

here used to fill the investments gaps where it was presumed that this could not be generated 

from domestic savings. Along with capital accumulation, trade was also emphasized as important 

to technology transfer and to the diffusion of skills. 

 

According to Walt Rostow, who’s theories were widely recognized during the 1960’s, all societies 

pass through five development stages. Starting off in a “the traditional society” where most of the 

production capacity is spent on food production, all societies would pass trough the 

preconditions for take-off, the take-off stage and via “the drive to maturity” stage reach a western 

type of mass consumption society.56 According to Rostow, aid was needed prior to the take off 

stage until a country had reached a stage of “self sustained growth” i.e. when the economy was no 

longer dependent on foreign capital. 

 

A theorist which has played a prominent role in the theoretical development debate during the 

post war era is Arthur Lewis and his “dual economy model”. According to Lewis the economies of 

developing countries are made up of two parallel sectors; i.e. the traditional sector, also termed 

the subsistence economy, and the capitalist sector. In contrast to the dynamic capitalistic sector, 

                                                 
55 Bigsten (2003), pp 43-44.  
56 Rostow  (1960), Ch 2.  
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the traditional sector was a stagnant part of the economy and had no potential for generating 

savings. The traditional subsistence economy was characterized by an unlimited supply of labour. 

As labour gradually moved from the traditional sector to the capitalist sector economic principles 

for example for wage setting, would begin to apply within the traditional sector as well. 

According to Lewis it was within the agricultural sector that industrialisation must take place in 

developing economies 57

  

Taken together the theories described above constitute the economic basis of what was becoming 

known as modernisation theories.58 The modernisation school would become subject to heavy 

criticism from social scientist in the third world, particularly as we will see in the following 

section, from Latin America. 

 

3.3 Dependency, basic needs and a New Economic World Order  
During the 1970´s development optimism vanished and critical voices were heard which claimed 

that the effects of economic growth in developing countries had not benefited the poor. The 

transfer of technology and economic resources had contributed to propel the immediate 

economic growth but had not been followed by income distribution and benefits had not 

“trickled down” to the poor as was previously assumed. Against this background the effectiveness 

of conventional aid was being questioned. During the 1970´s emphasis gradually shifted from 

growth to distribution policy and the social dimensions of development. In this context a 

distinction was made between economic growth and economic development.59 The gap between 

expectations and actual achievements in development paved the way for radical approaches such 

as the dependency school, also known as Latin American structuralism, which challenged 

anticipated effects of conventional modernization theories.  With its origins in Latin America, 

and based on experiences of underdevelopment from this region, the dependency perspective 

represented a clear break with conventional modernization theories. A structuralist approach, 

pointing to the international division of labor and power asymmetries between countries, was 

brought in where previous development strategies had concentrated on achieving development 

within nations. Building on centre-periphery models of international relations a country’s 

position within the world system was now addressed as important to national economic wealth.60 

                                                 
57 Lewis Arthur (1983)  
58 The modernization paradigm is not solely an economic theory, but includes a broader approach to development 
which includes a set of values and norms. The core message is that development is an inherent process in all societies 
that follow the same steps everywhere towards”higher stages of development”.  
59 Riddel (1987), p. 93. 
60 Standard works include Baran (1957), Frank (1969), Cardoso (1977) 
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For peripheral economies, further integration into the world economy would only deepen 

dependency on the industrialized core economies in the west. Development would never be 

possible under these preconditions and therefore, de-linking from industrial economies in the 

west was proclaimed as a means to create preconditions for development. In place of integration 

into the world economy, economic development was to be achieved through import substituted 

industrialization.61 Stokke argues that the analyses provided by the dependency school, somehow 

contributed to building a greater awareness on the dangers with international aid even in core 

economies. Nevertheless, he is quick to add that: “The impact of this greater awareness is, 

however a different question”62

 

The analysis and recommended development strategies of the dependency theorists was not 

adapted by the donor agencies and their governments in the North. Instead, the shift from 

economic growth to redistribution in these fora were more pronounces in the “basic needs 

approach” based on welfare indicators in place of economic growth targets.63 Under the 

leadership of Robert Mc Namaara (World Bank president in 1968 - 1981) the World Bank 

became a leading proponent for the new focus on social development.64 Projects concentrating on 

sectors such as health and education were brought to the fore. This new micro-level approach 

suggested that aid be targeted towards pure poverty related projects instead of waiting for welfare 

to “trickle down” from above.  

 

In the mid 1970’s, demands for a “new international economic order” (NIEO) were raised by 

developing countries within the UN system.65 As Stokke rightly points out, the NIEO concept of 

further integration into the World Economy was somehow clashing with the recipes for 

development, proposed by the dependency school. In place of de-linking and import-substitution 

slogans such as “Trade not Aid “ and claims for higher prices on raw materials were suggested as 

means to redistribute economic and political power within the international system.66 Hettne 

argues that the demand for a new international economic order was partly triggered by the 

dependency paradigm but was also related to a stronger political influence of the oil producing 

countries due to the oils chocks.67 In line with criticism which brought up international economic 

power relations on the agenda, it was also argued that aid projects to a larger extent had to be 

                                                 
61 Hettne (1995), p. 91. 
62 Stokke (1996), p. 36. 
63 Stokke (1996), p. 38. 
64 King & Mc Grath (2004), p. 20. 
65 Hettne (1995), p. 103. 
66 Stokke (1996), pp.  36 -37. 
67 Hettne (1995), p. 103.  
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driven by the recipients. Commitments must be of a more mutual character and partnership 

approaches rather than donor/recipient relations must be adapted.68

 

3.4 From Structural Adjustment to Poverty Reduction?   
During the late 1970´s and 1980´s, a shift in thinking about the state and its’ role in the 

economy was prevalent in Western Europe and North America. The libertarian wave that swept 

the world was maybe most obviously manifested in politics of the governments under Margaret 

Thatcher in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in the United States. This shift in thinking 

was also mirrored in donor’s activities in low income countries. Structural Adjustment lending 

and aid conditionality became powerful instruments for promoting market oriented reforms in 

recipient countries.  

 

The 1970’s and 80’s was also a period of turbulent economic conditions in the World Economy. 

The two oils shocks in 1973 and 1979 triggered lending of petrodollars to development countries 

which finally ended up in a severe debt crises. A period of positive growth during the immediate 

post independence era was replaced by debt burdened and stagnant economies during the next 

twenty years. Maddison report that GDP per capita growth rates in 57 African countries as total, 

decreased from 2.07 from 1950 – 1973 to 0.01 during the period 1973 – 1998. 69  

 

Due to the turbulent international economic circumstances, ODA increasingly gained a new 

function as “crises management” during the 1980’s.70 Aid also, through conditionalities, came to 

be used as an instrument for changing economic policies. In this manner donors became more 

involved in the recipient countries political and economic systems than before. Macro economic 

issues such as the stabilization of prices, balance of payment problems and liberalization of 

financial markets were brought to the fore and became key issues on the aid agenda during this 

time period. Through Structural Adjustment lending the Bretton Wood Institutions promoted 

cut downs in public expenditures, tax reforms and privatization of public services. A general 

deregulation of markets for production and services as well as trade liberalization was also 

standard components of the Structural adjustment Programs (SAP).71  

 

                                                 
68 Wohlgemuth (1976), p. 1. 
69 Maddison (2001), p. 225. 
70 Stokke (2000), p. 5. 
71 King & McGrath (2004), pp 20-21. 

 29



The fall of the Soviet empire and the end of the cold war brought with it major changes to 

international donor policies. Accordingly, what Stokke phrases as “the second generation of 

conditionalities”72, put more focus on human rights together with a post cold war emphasis on 

democracy and “good governance” as preconditions for receiving aid. While structural adjustment 

was the predominant feature of economic aid policy during the 1980´s, a new agenda which 

questioned the Washington consensus followed during the 1990´s. Macro economic concerns 

were gradually replaced by human development concerns73 The late 1990´s in particular were 

characterized by the start of global common vision on development cooperation where poverty 

reduction was the overall goal. Structural Adjustment had been carried out with great lack of 

sensitivity for social effects and criticism towards the IMF and the World Bank was particularly 

harsh at the end of the 1990´s. Critical discussions were held within the Bretton Woods 

institutions as well and attempts were made to transform adjustments policies in line with a more 

poverty sensitive approach. In 1996 the World Bank and the IMF in a joint initiative launched 

the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) which would grant debt reliefs for the 

poorest and most debt burdened countries.74 The sharpened focus on poverty reduction was also 

manifested in the transformation of Structural Adjustment Programs into Poverty Reduction 

Strategies in 1999 where “country ownership”, “empowerment” and “accountability” were 

guiding principles.75 The new approach implies that reforms should be recipient led, that trust, 

dialogue and participation of all stakeholders have to characterize the formulation and 

implementation of aid strategies and that the government is made accountable to its’ citizens. 

Since donor76 intervention is to be reduced, ODA channelled as project aid is also supposed to 

decrease in favour of budget support.77 ODA is also increasingly given on an Ex Post basis rather 

than Ex Ante meaning that ODA is linked to efforts that has been made and obtained results 

rather than as a condition for future reforms.78

 

During the 1990´s the role of human capital for development has gained increased attention. As 

King phrases it: “There has been a revisiting of old notions that the poor are poor in large because 

of their lack of appropriate knowledge”79 In donor’s policy documents and action frameworks it is 

                                                 
72 Stokke (2000), p 5. 
73 Stokke (2000), p 5. 
74 Naudet (2003), p 222. 
75 Cling, Razafindrakoto and Roubaud (2003), p 151.  
76 Donors now call themselves “development partners” 
77 Cling, Razafindrakato and Roubaud (2003), p. 16. 
78 Naudet (2002), p. 222. 
79 King & Mc Grath (2004), p. 1. 
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often referred to “capacity building” as being an essential part of the new empowerment 

approach.  

 

In September 2000 the UN millennium assembly in New York agreed on eight targets for 

poverty reduction.80 The targets, known as the millennium development goals concentrate on 

basic needs and have been adopted by the international donor community as the overall 

framework guiding the work for poverty alleviation. The MDGs are aimed to be a catalyst for 

action which will help to achieve the overall goal of reducing poverty by half until 2015. 

 

3.5 Summary 
Of course there are no sharp distinctions between assistance paradigms. Some ideas remain 

constant during the period, some ideas overlap and coexist. Therefore, a summarising table like 

the one below has to be extremely simplified by its nature. With this in mind, an attempt has 

nevertheless been made to sum up the main features of international thinking on development 

strategies during the post World War II period in the table below. 

 

                                                 
80 UN (2000) United Nations Millennium Declaration  
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Table 2: Assistance paradigms in overall ODA 

 

1950´s and 1960´s 

Filling the Gaps Assistance Paradigm 

Stage Theories 

Investments in production sectors  

Focus on Economic Growth targets 

“Trickling down” effects 

 

1970´s 

Structuralism 

New World Order 

Basic needs approaches 

Poverty alleviation through redistribution 

 

1980´s 

Structural Adjustment  

Focus on macro economic issues 

Conditionalities 

 

1990´s/ 2000 

Post Cold War Emphasis on democracy 

Pro poor growth 

“Poverty reduction” instead of “structural adjustment”  

Country ownership and capacity building  

 

 

As we can see, there is a major dividing line between macro level strategies and on–the– ground 

solutions reduce poverty. Over time the pendulum has swung between a focus on economic 

growth targets and the promotion of basic needs. This division is still one of the main topics of 

discussion in contemporary development debate.81  

                                                 
81 See for example Sachs (2005)  
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4. WSS WITHIN THE INTERNATIONAL DONOR COMMUNITY 
After having sketched out international thinking on general development strategies in the 

previous chapter, this section will follow the evolution of WSS policy development during the 

post World War II period. It strives to give a deeper understanding of how critical WSS issues 

were framed, the key concerns within the sector, and the interventions that were considered 

appropriate. As reflected in the previous chapter, a number of ideas linger on or overlap between 

phases. Therefore, in order to limit repetition, ideas and strategies have been highlighted during 

the time period in which they were given most weight. Public versus private responsibilities in the 

sector and methods of financing are not the only critical issues that will be followed, but they run 

throughout the investigation as two of the connecting thoughts. 

4.1. Urbanization and health - the initial phase of WSS donor activities 
According to Grover and Howarth, the World Health Organization (WHO) was the first 

international body to provide a global perspective on the need for WSS sector services in 

developing countries.82 Ever since its foundation in 1948, WHO put water and sanitation in 

centre of its activities. Thus, in the initial phase of donor assistance to WSS, WHO was 

considered the lead agency with expert knowledge of the sector.83  Accordingly, health aspects of 

improved WSS services were also put at the forefront during this the initial phase of WSS donor 

activities.84  

 

The World Bank issued its first water supply and sanitation loan in 1961 to the republic of China 

for the Taipei water system.85 That same year the Inter American Development Bank was created 

and granted its first loan for a water development project in Peru. The African Development 

Bank gave its first loan to a water sector project in Uganda in 1966 and the Asian Development 

Bank to Malaysia in 1968.86 According to Grover and Howarth, this early development assistance 

to the sector was somewhat fragmented in terms of project coordination and knowledge sharing 

between countries and donor agencies.87

 

                                                 
82 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 146. 
83 WB (1972), p. 244. 
84 Seppelä (2002), p. 370. 
85 WB (1972), p. 246. 
86 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 146. 
87 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 145. 
According to Grover (1998), Latin America was an exception where countries had a longer tradition of coordinated 
work within the WSS sector.  
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International assistance and cooperation on WSS issues on a larger scale developed in the 

1970´s.88 By the time of the first UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 

1972 there was already a large number of donor agencies working on water sector related projects. 

The Stockholm conference considerably helped to put environmental issues on the global agenda, 

and an immediate outcome was the establishment of a separate UN body responsible for 

environmental concerns; the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) with headquarters 

in Nairobi.89 In Stockholm several aspects of environmental problems related to water 

management were addressed on a very general level. 90 It was recommended that higher priority 

had to be given to water issues though little was said on how this should be done. In general it 

was the WHO or the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) that were responsible for 

accelerating the efforts within natural resources protection, pollution control or research and 

development.91  

 

WSS issues as such, were more specifically addressed at a separate conference on Human 

Settlements in Vancouver in 1976. This helped to push for the need of water services in the 

growing cities. In Vancouver, the increasing demand for water in rapidly growing urban areas was 

addressed. As migration from the country side into the cities increased, the need for adequate 

water and sewerage facilities was becoming urgent as a means to cope with this the urban crises in 

the developing world. In Vancouver all participating governments made a commitment to: 

“adopt programs with realistic standards for quality and quantity to provide water for urban and 

rural areas by 1990 if possible”92 It was also mentioned that efforts to improve sanitation had to 

be accelerated but no specific targets for implementation were mentioned in relation to 

sanitation.93 This reflects the concentration of ODA to water supply during this time period 

while sanitation considerably lagged behind.94

 

During this period, World Bank lending to WSS concentrated on urban water supply projects 

rather than rural water, with the motivation that as migration from the countryside increased, the 

need for water services augmented more rapidly in urban areas than on the countryside.95  

                                                 
88 See for example Seppälä (2002), p. 367. 
89 Selin & Linnér (2005), p. 32. 
90 Irrigation, ocean and fisheries, pollution, water supply, sewerage and waste disposal 
91 UN (1973)  
92 UD (1977), p. 68.  
93 UD (1977), p. 68. 
94 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 146. 
95 WB (1972), p. 249. 
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Further on the World Bank argue that “….if a choice must be made, concentrating on urban 

areas benefits the largest number of people per a given amount of investment.“96 Grover & 

Howarth confirm that whereas international development banks initially concentrated on urban 

water supply projects, UNICEF focused on rural water and hand pumps technology. Bilateral 

agencies concentrated on small scale individual projects in their respective areas whereas NGO´s 

were mostly working independently on small scale rural water projects during this time period.97  

 

The WB report from 1972 emphasizes the public health rationale for investing in WSS. It argues 

that earlier project evaluations and studies have tended to underestimate the public health 

benefits of WSS sector investments compared to for instance the benefits of medical services.98 

Especially sewerage, it is stated, is often under prioritized in spite of its strong public health 

benefits for society on a larger scale, since the immediate individual benefits might not be as 

apparent as for example for water supply. Interesting to note in this context is the fact that the 

World Bank paper from 1972 promote water borne sewerage as “…..the only satisfactory way of 

removal of human wastes.”99 As will be further discussed below, the appropriateness of installing 

“Western style” centrally managed water borne sewerage systems in developing countries was to 

develop into a topic of discussion in the near future. 

 

In the sector study from 1972, the WB note that even though water and sewerage have many 

common features with other public utilities, it also has a much stronger character of a “social 

service” in “the minds of the people” than has for example power and telecommunications. 100 

Charging for water is recognized as a political sensitive question since “….the idea of paying the 

full price for water is not yet accepted in many developing countries”101. As we know, this 

discussion was to develop into a “hot topic” on a larger scale in the 1990´s. The World Bank 

(1972) also states that previous experiences from lending in the sector show that institutional 

improvements are much more difficult to achieve than engineering improvements.102 These 

questions were not yet as pronounced within wider international fora which indicate that the WB 

was somewhat earlier to address these types of sector challenges than other international bodies. 

 

                                                 
96 WB (1972), p. 249.  
97 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 146. 
98 WB (1972), p. 243. 
99 WB (1972), p. 243. 
100 WB (1972), p. 243.  
101 WB (1972), p. 243. 
102 WB (1972), p. 248. 
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4.2 The UN World Water Conference in Mar del Plata and the Water Decade for Action 
The first UN World Water Conference took place in Mar del Plata, Argentina in 1977. 

According to Black this meeting was a landmark for international cooperation on water supply 

and sanitation issues and considerably helped to accelerate the focus on WSS activities within the 

international donor community.103 The Mar del Plata Conference was carried out in a 

contemporary sense of crises for international development assistance. Previous efforts had not 

delivered the expected results and therefore new and radical approaches to improve international 

assistance to water supply and sanitation were called for. Apart from standard arguments such as 

the need for more resources to the sector and the promotion for water issues on the global 

development agenda, the Mar del Plata action plan emphasizes the need for water assessment 

activities, the role of research, scientific knowledge and technical cooperation between countries. 

The finding of appropriate technologies was seen as crucial to solving the water crises, hence the 

knowledge provided by hydrologists and engineers was put at the forefront.104

 

A special chapter in the Mar del Plata action plan is also dedicated to “Water use and efficiency”. 

Here the problem of appropriate pricing policies is addressed. It is stated that: “Pricing and other 

economic incentives should be used to promote the efficient and equitable use of water”105 Still 

nothing explicit is said about water as an economic good or of the possibilities of the private 

sector to bring more efficiency into the sector. It is merely declared that the right incentives have 

to be created to increase efficiency within the sector, that cost recovery prices have to be 

introduced and that an end has to be put to the tradition of subsidizing water rates.106 In this 

respect, the Mar del Plata declaration somehow vacillates between promoting prices that cover the 

cost of production and the promotion of economic incentives such as prices as an instrument to 

allocate water efficiently.  

 

A concrete outcome of the Mar del Plata conference was the launching of an International 

Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (IDWSSD) from1981–1990.107 An agreement 

was made, that national water strategies had to be prepared by all developing countries with set 

targets for implementation. The decade should be devoted to implementing these national plans 

for drinking water supply and sanitation.108 In Mar del Plata there was not, as many had expected, 

                                                 
103 Black (1998), p. 4. 
104UN (1977), p. 4. 
105 UN (1977), p. 11.  
106 UN (1977) , p. 11. 
107 UN (1989), p. iii. 
108 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 147.   
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enough support for the creation of a separate UN body on water.109 However the launching of the 

water decade brought with it a partnership program: the UNDP–WB Water and Sanitation 

program (WSP) which was aimed as an applied research project to support collaboration between 

international agencies during the drinking water supply and sanitation decade (1981–1990). 

WSP was going to work to try out new ideas through field based activities, to evaluate the 

findings and to share the knowledge gained with other international actors.110 With a pronounced 

focus on serving the poor, the WSP somehow embodied the idea of concentrating on basic needs 

rather than waiting for macro economic growth to trickle down to the poor. 

 

This new direction is also reflected in a World Bank document from 1978. Here it is stated that 

whereas previous lending in the sector has been focused on providing the basic infrastructure 

required by other directly productive sectors, “…emphasis is now being placed on lending which 

will provide access to public services to a larger proportion of the population, particularly the low 

income groups.111  

 

The International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation (IDWSS) Decade (1981–1990) aimed 

at the ambitious goal of giving all people access to clean drinking water supply and basic 

sanitation services by 1990.112 Efforts accelerated during the decade and although many people 

were reached by the decade activities the goals remained far from met when the decade 

approached its end. In 1990, still one out of three persons in the developing world did not have a 

reliable supply of safe drinking water and even more people lacked access to sanitation.113  

 

In a UN report from 1989, an attempt was made to evaluate the actions of the decade and to 

identify the shortfalls and the major constraints to the work made during the decade so far. The 

report states, that besides financial constraints; i.e. the failure of attracting sufficient capital for 

sector development, institutional and legal constraints must be considered as being equally 

responsible for the inability to reach the decade goals. Lessons from the decade had alerted the 

donor community on the importance of legal regulations which were often underestimated in 

favor of the engineering approach to water and sanitation issues. It was recognized that sanctions 

and enforcements of legal regulations often failed when it come to disciplining governmental 

institutions in developing countries. This was considered a serious institutional constraint to the 

                                                 
109 Grover  (1998) p. 30. 
110 Black (1998), p. 1. 
111 WB (1978), p. 1. 
112 UN (1989) p. iii. 
113 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 150.  
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development of WSS services due to the fact that developing countries tended to have large state 

owned sectors.114

 

In addition, the UN report (1989) recognizes that managerial skills were often downgraded, 

while new construction was favored. Therefore it is claimed that: “The organization of water and 

sanitation agencies should reflect that drinking water supply and sanitation are not purely 

engineering endeavors, but that they should integrate modern managerial methods.”115 The shift 

in emphasis from engineering to managerial skills as key to WSS development goes together with 

the insight that efforts had to be put into using existing resources more efficiently rather than 

investing in new ones. 

 

In terms of institutional constraints, the UN report (1989) also find that too many ministries 

with overlapping responsibilities were involved in water and sanitation activities and that 

coordination within the sector was poor. Therefore an institutional reorganization of the water 

sector was needed in which responsibilities would be clearly defined.116 The report further claims 

that in the past the sector has relied too much on central governments, local administrations and 

community participation for WSS service provision. This focus, it is claimed, have eliminated the 

role and capabilities of the private sector in WSS service provision. The problem of getting prices 

right is also emphasized as a large constraint to WSS sectors in the developing world. It is seen as 

a problem that water tariffs were set on a “political basis” rather than reflecting the real costs of 

production. Thus, the report states that: “…agencies tended to rely on subsidies from the 

government, rather than devise and apply demand management procedures and marginal 

pricing.“117

 

User participation and public awareness were other issues addressed in the UN 1989 evaluation 

report. Especially the role of women was emphasized as they carry the main responsibilities for 

family health and sanitation but are nevertheless seldom included in the planning of water supply 

systems. To facilitate active user participation in sector planning the report also suggest that all 

agencies should have offices to deal with users and customers. 

 

                                                 
114 UN (1989), p. 3. 
115 UN (1989), p. 2. 
116 UN (1989), p. 2. 
117 UN (1989), p. 2.  
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Contrary to what had previously been promoted in the WB (1972) document, centrally managed 

water borne sewerage systems were no longer seen as the sole solution but rather as a problem to 

the development of WSS systems in developing countries. The UN report concludes that:  

 

“Developing countries tend to adopt the standards of water supply and sanitation 

systems used in more developed areas. Since their economic capability is much lower 

than in the model countries the uncritical adoption of alien practices may result in 

overdesign of systems and locking up of scarce capital. A related effect is that a 

majority of peoples do not benefit from high cost, centrally operated systems. In fact, 

high connection cost may prevent more widespread use of public systems, since in 

many cases the average user cannot afford the connection cost”.118  

 

This is also emphasized in WB report from 1988 and 1989, which underline the need for low 

cost technologies in the sector. Since conventional water and sewerage systems, the standard 

western model, were only affordable for an elite minority it was emphasized that investments for 

other types of WSS projects also had to be made available. In order to extend services to the 

urban and rural poor alternative technologies have to be developed and applied.119 In this context 

the role of women, the private sector and the involvement of communities is put at the 

forefront.120 In line with the UN report the WB also states that more emphasis has to be put on 

optimizing the use of existing assets instead of pouring capital into developing new systems.121

 

Innovative approaches to sector financing were encouraged by the World Bank. The Bank refers 

to the leasing out of water supply services in Conacry, Guinea to a foreign company is considered 

as a positive example.122  

 

In 1990, the final year of the international drinking water and sanitation decade the “Global 

Consultation on Safe Water and Sanitation for the 1990´s” was held in New Dehli. Many of the 

previously mentioned issues from the Water and Sanitation Decade Report were addressed. In 

addition the huge funding gaps that the WSS sector in developing countries were facing was 

discussed and it was stated that “If costs were halved and financial resources at least doubled, 

                                                 
118 UN (1989), p. 1. 
119 WB (1988), p. 13, WB (1989), p. 3. 
120WB (1988), p. 16, WB (1989), p. 14. 
121 WB (1988), Annex 2, p 3, WB (1989), p. 1. 
122 WB (1988), p 16, WB (1989), p. 5. 

 39



universal coverage could be in range at the end of the century”123 In this context the importance 

of better organization and clear sector strategies were emphasized in order to make the sector 

more attractive for external financial support.124

 

Human resources development and education was further emphasized in this Global 

Consultation as keys to the new approach, both at university and community level. It was stated 

that multidisciplinary approaches have to be encouraged within academic education. Project 

management, for instance, was considered a compulsory component in the education in sanitary 

and environmental engineering.125 Regarding community education, participatory approaches 

which would empower and equip communities to own and control their systems was emphasized. 

This applied to rural communities as well as poor urban settlements.  

 

To improve the general management situation, the New Dehli, conference also promoted a new 

role for government in WSS services “from being that of a provider to that of promoter and 

facilitator.”126 This, it is stated, would enable local public, private and community institutions to 

deliver better services. 

 

Taken together the post water decade evaluations showed frustration over the lack of 

achievements. This paved the way for radical shifts in views on who should be the provider and 

for what reasons. Drawing on the rhetoric of the from the post water decade evaluations it can be 

stated that this was the beginning of the end to the “old assistance paradigm”. 

 

4.3 From Dublin to Rio – sustainable water management and the road to private sector 
participation  
In the 1990´s a new approach was adopted which strived to create regulatory capacity in the WSS 

sector and to encourage private sector participation. In this context the international Conference 

on Water and the Environment held in Dublin Ireland, in 1992 is often pointed to as a 

landmark.127 The Dublin conference, which was held as a preparatory meeting for the Rio 

Summit later the same year, was attended by five hundred participants, including experts from a 

                                                 
123 UNDP (1990), p. 22. 
124 UNDP (1990), p. 24.  
125 UNDP (1990), p. 24.  
126 UNDP (1990), p. 23. 
127 See for example Seppelä (2001), Grover & Howarth (1990)   
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hundred countries and representatives of eighty international, intergovernmental and non 

governmental organizations.128

 

In the introduction to the Dublin statement it is declared that the water crisis is not coming but 

it is already here. Therefore it is urgent to “…reverse the present trends of over consumption, 

pollution and rising threats from floods and droughts”129 and to find new ways to cope with the 

water challenge. The Dublin statement conveys the message that the challenge is about managing 

scarcity. This is also mirrored in the Dublin Statement. The Statement is organized around four 

guiding principles that set out recommendations for action at local, national and international 

level. The Dublin principles are as follows: 

 

No 1 - Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development and the environment. 

No 2 – Water development and management should be based on a participatory approach, involving users, planners and 

policy makers at all levels 

No 3 - Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water 

No 4 - Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be recognized as an economic good.130

 

Principle number 4 is the most discussed component of the Dublin principles. Under principle 

no four it is also stated that it is important to: 

  

“….recognize the basic right of all human beings to have access to clean water and 

sanitation at an affordable price. Past failure to recognize the economic value of water 

has led to environmentally damaging uses of the resource. Managing water as an 

economic good is also an important way of achieving efficient and equitable use, and of 

encouraging conservation and protection of water resources.”131  

 

Accordingly, effective management is emphasized as a key to solving the water crises and here, 

getting the price right is again stressed as being fundamental to cope with overuse and misuse of 

water. What is added here is the need for a holistic approach linking social and economic 

development with the protection of natural ecosystems. However the statement that water is an 

                                                 
128 UN (1992)a, p 38.  
129 UN (1992)a, p 39.  
130 UN (1992)a, p 39.  
131 UN (1992)a, Dublin principle No 4 
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economic good has provoked a lively global debate among donor agencies, developing countries, 

sector professionals and NGO´s.132  

 

The problems addressed in the Dublin principles in 1992 and the proposed strategies to cope 

with these problems are confirmed by a contemporary World Bank Study which was published 

the same year and summarized the Banks experiences from lending in the sector for 20 years. The 

report points to pricing as a key to achieve efficiency within the sector and highlights the lack of 

overall water sector policies.133 It is mentioned that projects are often initiated without any 

established sector policies or studies of sector contexts. Further on it is pointed to the fact that 

many projects address only immediate local problems, such as how to best get water supplies 

quickly into a major cities regardless of other demands for water in the country. Therefore it 

raises the need of holistic approaches, which take different uses of water as well as long term 

integrated planning into account. WB experience, it is stated, show a clear need for better 

organization and management of national water sectors, for water sector surveys, and for well 

planned water supply and sanitation strategies.134

 

The Rio top Summit in Brazil in 1992 was the first Global UN forum on environmental issues 

held since Stockholm in 1972. At the Rio top summit in Brazil in 1992, a further effort was 

made to encourage a more integrated provision of environmental infrastructure for “water, 

sanitation, drainage and solid waste management”135 By this time, the Bruntland report had 

introduced the concept of “sustainable development” into the debate on development and 

environmental issues.136 Accordingly, environmental sustainability became the new catchword 

during the Rio Top Summit and a global action plan for sustainable development was outlined in 

the Agenda 21 document. Chapter 18 of Agenda 21, adopted at the World Summit of 

Sustainable development in Rio de Janeiro declares that: 

  

“Water is needed in all aspects of life. The general objective is to make certain that 

adequate supplies of water of good quality are maintained for the entire population 

of this planet, while preserving hydrological, biological and chemical functions of 

                                                 
132 See for instance Budds & McGranahan (2003) Gleick et al.(2002) Rogers, Ramesh & Huber (1998)  
133 WB (1992)  
134 WB (1992)  
135 UN (1992)b, p 71 
136 Sehlin & Linnér (2005), p 1.  
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ecosystems, adapting human activities within the capacity limits of nature and 

combating vectors of water related diseases.”137

 

Here the water issue is being framed as part of the wider question of environmental sustainability. 

The sustainability debate in a water context materialized in the adoption of an Integrated Water 

Resources Management (IWRM) approach. The basic assumptions behind IWRM strategies is 

that the water crises is mainly is a crises of governance, why it seeks to balance the needs of 

different uses of water i.e. domestic, industrial, agricultural and environmental needs. An 

important detail here is that the environment itself is considered as one of water users i.e the 

water needs of the ecosystem. In order to take all different aspects into account the water 

resources of the worlds have to be holistically managed. In addition IWRM stresses that to use 

water efficiently it has to be treated as an economic good. In addition it aims to encourage a new 

management paradigm that do not depart from sector based, traditional top-down governance 

models which used to put emphasis on technical solutions. Instead cross sectoral approaches and 

holistic perspectives are encouraged as a means for achieving sustainable water management. This 

includes for instance wider geographical areas, different uses of water and the integration of 

stakeholders at different levels in society in the decision making process. 

 

In Agenda 21, IWRM is defined as a water development strategy “…based on the perception of 

water as an integral part of the ecosystem, a natural resource and a social and an economic good, 

whose quantity and quality determine the nature of its utilization”.138 There is not one overall 

agreed definition of IWRM since it rather is the name of a process which is guided by some 

common principles. However the IWRM rest on three cornerstones being:    

• Economic efficiency  

• Equity   

• Environmental sustainability  

Drawing on these three principles, IWRM is primarily aimed as an action framework. However, 

critics claim that indicators to guide its implementation or to evaluate achievements made are 

vague.  

  

                                                 
137 UN (1992)b, p 70.  
138 UN(1992)b, p 71.  
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To sum up, some major policy redirections during the early 1990´s, such as the statement that 

water is an economic good, seemed to have opened the doors for PSP within WSS services 

provision and during the 1990´s many developing countries also entered on PSP programs for the 

WSS sector. As previously shown in Diagram 2, PSP activities peaked at the second half of the 

1990’s thereafter declined.139 This is why Braadbart refers to the water privatizations of the 

1990´s as “the first generation of PSPs”.140

4.4 Water supply and sanitation in the new millennium 
At the UN millennium summit in New York the overall goals for the development work known 

as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were set out. The MDGs are the development 

targets referred to by most developing countries and donor agencies in their poverty reduction 

strategies and constitute a framework for measuring progress. The MDGs for water fall under 

Goal number 7 “To secure an environmentally sustainable development“, which also sets out to 

halve the proportion of people without access to clean drinking water until 2015.141 Nevertheless, 

it is commonly pointed to the fact that better access to water has a large impact on the 

possibilities of achieving all the other MDGs.142

 

The first two years of the 2000’s was also a preparatory phase in the run up to the next Earth 

Summit in Johannesburg in 2002. Many meetings and conferences were held with the aim to 

formulate strategies and visions to be brought up in Johannesburg. One of them was the Bonn 

conference, billed “Dublin + 10” held in December 2001.At the Bonn meeting a strong effort 

was made to push for sanitation issues. The Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council 

(founded just prior to the New Dehli meeting) and UN Habitat launched the WASH - (Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene for all) initiative as a global advocacy campaign which aimed to raise 

awareness on the importance of sanitation issues and to put sanitation on top of the 

Johannesburg agenda.143 It was declared that it is high time to stop ignoring sanitation and to 

upgrade its critical role in a sustainable water management. The Bonn keys declare that: “It is 

time now to build on the national and international commitment on drinking water with the 

determination also to halve the number of those who do not have access to sanitation”. 144   

 

                                                 
139 See diagram 2 in this study 
140 Braadbart (2005), p. 330.  
141 http://www.developmentgoals.org  
142 See for instance UN (2003), p. 9.  
143 http://www.africanwater.org/bonn.htm#wash
144 Government of Germany (2001) The Bonn Keys No 1. 
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In Bonn a strong emphasis was also put on the huge funding gaps which were noticed as one of 

the major challenges to the WSS sector globally. Here the private sector was addressed as a 

solution as well as increased development assistance to the sector. The ministerial declaration 

declare that: “We urge the private sector to join with government and civil society to contribute 

to bringing water and sanitation services into the unserved areas and to strengthen investment 

and management capabilities.”145 However it was obviously important to make a difference 

between privatization and private management: “Privately managed services delivery should not 

imply private ownership of water resources. Service providers should be subject to effective 

regulation and monitoring.”146 In the discussion on PSP it was also argued that private sector 

participation should not be imposed on countries as a condition for funding. In addition, it was 

also stated that more has to be done to help the public sector work in a more efficient manner.147 

Hence it stands clear that, the private sector had definitely entered and was mostly welcomed the 

WSS scene, although expectations on the capabilities of the private sector to serve the poor had 

become slightly moderated.    

  

If WSS as some claim was forgotten in Rio148 it was pronounced as one of the prioritized areas for 

the conference discussions in Johannesburg. At the prospect of the Johannesburg conference 

Secretary General Kofi Annan emphasized five particular sectors as being of special importance to 

international agreements on environmental issues. Water and sanitation issues were placed on 

top, closely followed by health, agriculture and food security, energy and biodiversity as 

prioritized areas for international development cooperation.149 Apart from putting WSS on top of 

the agenda the Johannesburg meeting confirmed and complemented the previous millennium 

summit goal on halving the proportion of people without clean drinking water by adding another 

clausul; Halving the proportion of people without basic sanitation until 2015.150

 

A thorough discussion on the preconditions for PSP within the WSS sector was held in 

Johannesburg. Among the issues raised was the problem of appropriate pricing. Some argued that 

the private sector will always be looking for profits and that this would be a problem for the 

poorest groups in society who might not afford to pay the water rates. WASH proposed a more 
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pragmatic approach to PSP which did not mean either free water or totally market based 

solutions.151

 

The limitations and shortfalls with private sector provision were increasingly recognized also 

within the World Bank. In a WB study from 2003 a more pragmatic approach to private sector 

participation is promoted.152 It is stated that unrealistically high expectations on the private sector 

from clients and Bank staff must be tempered. A continued careful evaluation of each PSP 

program is needed, to identify factors of success and failure. In addition it is mentioned that there 

has been a lot of criticism towards recent trends of deregulation. Civil society organisations in 

particular have raised questions on the appropriateness of PSP arrangements in providing the 

poor with efficient WSS services. A somewhat revised version of the benefits of PSP is sketched 

out which is mirrored in the following statement:  

 

“Clearly, PSP cannot be considered a panacea to the sector challenges, nor the only 

option. Bank assistance to the sector should consider solutions within the continuum 

between fully public and fully private provision, which are most suited to individual 

country circumstances, as both private and public approaches have been shown to 

produce good results if properly designed and supervised.“153

 

Looking back at the 1990’s, the Bank notes that it has been more difficult to introduce the PSP 

paradigm in WSS than in other infrastructure sectors. This it means is largely related to a 

widespread resistance to raising tariffs to cost recovering levels. This makes the sector more risky 

for long term investments in assets. In addition, since the responsibilities for water and sanitation 

often falls on local governments such as municipalities, the lack of experience of PSP among these 

agencies has also been a major constraint.154

4.5 Summary of findings 
This section has strived to highlight conceptual changes and shifts in policy priorities. Since focus 

has been put on change it is easy to miss an important feature of the development of WSS 

policies; namely continuity. Sometimes it is striking how the same message is repeated from one 

international forum to another. Some strategies are re-stated over and over again, and it seems 

like changing patterns are rarer than continuity. In the review several standard components have 

                                                 
151 UD (2003), p.33. 
152 WB (2003)a, Foreword 
153 WB (2003)a, p. vi. 
154 WB (2003)b, p. 144. 
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been there almost from the start. This includes a concern for better management as well as 

appropriate pricing policies although these components were more or less pronounced during 

different time periods. To begin with, the WHO was an influencial actor in the sector. However, 

with time it seems like the World Bank is catching up and becomes a forerunner in policy 

formulation. This is reflected in the fact that WB documents often address questions much earlier 

than they appear in international development fora. One example is the argument for an 

increased focus on sanitation already in 1972. In addition the discussion on whether water can be 

considered an economic good or not is addressed in the WB study in 1972, while it appears as an 

issue to the wider audience in the 1990’s, manifested in the Dublin principles. Having this in 

mind I will nevertheless try to sum up some major changes in what I consider to be main stream 

WSS policies that have been identified in this investigation.  

 

In the table below the main policy trends and strategies within the WSS sector are summarized.   
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Table 3: Major development paradigms within WSS sector work 

 

 
1960´s 
 
 
 
 
1970´s 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1980´s 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1990´s 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2000´s 
 
 
 

WSS sector objectives and priorities 
 
 
 
Water for Public health 
Hardware solutions  
Appropriate technology - Engineering skills 
 
 
 
Water as a basic need 
Efficiency through cost Recovery 
(But still a public utility paradigm) 
 
• 
 
 
 
Institutional/legal /management reforms 
Managerial skills emphasized 
Institutional Capacity 
Low cost approaches have to be developed 
 
• 
 
 
 
Human resources development and capacity building 
PSP promotion and implementation 
Promotion for sanitation 
A stronger focus on environmental sustainability and 
ecosystems perspectives 
Holistic approaches and IWRM 
 
 
WSS gain increased attention due to the UN MDG´s. 
Adjustment of expectations of PSP in WSS 
Water for Economic Growth 

 

Overall ODA development strategies 
 
Filling the (investment) gaps 
Stages of Economic Growth 
Trickling down effects 
 
 
 
 
Efficiency of overall ODA was questioned. 
Expected outcomes had not been delivered 
Basic Needs, Structuralism and demands for a 
new world order 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SAP assistance paradigm 
Conditionalities 
Macro economic issues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sustainability 
Sharpened focus on poverty alleviation as the 
main mission “Adjustment with a human face” 
HIPC (1996) 
PRSP assistance paradigm (1999) 
Country ownership 
Empowerment and capacity building 
Pro Poor Growth 

 

 

Donor’s awareness of the problems with poor WSS services in developing countries was triggered 

as urbanization increased and migration from the countryside in developing countries augmented. 

Although the links between adequate WSS services and economic productivity were recognized, 

the public health rationale for investments in the sector appears to be in focus. This can be related 

to the fact that WHO was considered the lead agency within the sector during this the early 

period. Today, the topic of WSS does not automatically lead thoughts to WHO but to other 

international institutions with wider agendas. With time, the WSS issue has grown more complex 

and developed into a sector wide concern which is looked upon as effecting countries economic 

development opportunities in multiple ways. Today, adequate water services are recognized not 
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only as essential for health and nutrition, but for economic productivity and for girls’ education 

opportunities and accordingly for poverty alleviation on a larger scale. I this respect, a shift can be 

observed from the framing of the water challenge as a public health issue, to an emphasis on 

overall impact on poverty reduction on a larger scale.  

 

Another trend, has been the increased attention paid to “software matters” of water management. 

Early development assistance to the WSS sector tended to emphasize hardware solutions i.e 

investments and expansions in infrastructure, the laying of pipes and the drilling of boreholes and 

as a consequence engineering skills were placed at the forefront. During the period a shift in 

emphasis has been observed towards approaches where policy formulation and capacity building 

are put at the forefront as important components of water sector development. Within WSS 

sector work, institution-building and human resources development as well as a concern for 

management have become prioritized areas. While the initial problem frames focused on “finding 

the appropriate technologies” focus have shifted towards governance issues.  

 

As is reflected in the text above early donor assistance to the sector tended to focus on water 

supply whereas sanitation considerably lagged behind. Gradually the need for integrated 

approaches to urban water systems where new and used water were seen as part of the same 

system gained ground. The set back of resources to sanitation projects were mentioned at an 

earlier stage but it was not until the Johannesburg Earth Summit in 2002 that it was put on top 

of the agenda and its’ importance was confirmed and backed up by a millennium target. Thus the 

increased focus on sanitation is an example of the WSS problem is becoming more complex new 

experiences are gained and new knowledge is taken into consideration. As a result problem frames 

are becoming more inclusive.  

 

During the period of investigation, the role of the private sector has been increasingly 

emphasized. A parallel trend is the articulation of water as an economic good. Already with the 

Mar del Plata Declaration focus was put on over subsidized water rates as a problem to an 

efficient allocation of water resources and that cost recovery prices as a desirable means to 

improve the situation. Water now became talked about as a scarce resource which had to be 

efficiently allocated through appropriate pricing policies. Still though, water was not pronounced 

as an economic good per se and it was still to be provided by public utilities. Towards the end of 

the International drinking water and sanitation decade a consensus seemed to appear among a 

number of international donors, that the private sector could address the deficiencies in water and 

sanitation sector in the south. It was explicitly declared that the government had to adopt a new 
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role in WSS management i.e from that of being a provider to concentrate on its role as a 

regulator/facilitator. The contemporary Dublin declaration was also important, in its declaration 

of water as an economic good. From a focus on expansion and the investment in development a 

shift towards managing scarce resources can be observed.    

 

Another feature of the development is that the WSS issue increasingly is being framed as part of 

the wider challenge of environmental sustainability. With the Rio Declaration from 1992 

environmental concerns became a standard component of WSS policy debate. The new focus on 

sustainability and on ecosystems perspectives rubbed off on the WSS sector as holistic approaches 

were gradually promoted and integrated into WSS policies. In Rio and in Johannesburg 

important steps were taken towards establishing policies for sustainable use of water resources 

through the formulation of IWRM strategies. This is but another example of how the WSS issue 

is growing more complex as lessons learned by the way implicate that WSS cannot be treated as a 

one dimensional issue. The sustainability paradigm with its’ take off in the Rio Declaration 

somehow seemed to have triggered the drive towards a politics of scarcity155 which suggest that 

treating water as an economic good is the best way to prevent this very precious resource from 

overuse and misuse. 

 

In the next chapter it will be investigated whether the policy changes described above are 

mirrored in investment decisions and quantitative data on aid flows to the sector since the 

1970´s.  

                                                 
155 Lester Brown (2006) uses the concept “a politics of scarcity” when referring to the strategies that countries may 
adapt in response to scarcity of oil or grain in the future. I find it suitable in a water context, when referring to the 
internationally agreed upon policies and strategies that are discussed in this study.   
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5. MAPPING AID FLOWS 

5.1 Official Development Assistance since the 1970’s 
So far development assistance to WSS has been investigated at the level of discourse. Before 

heading into the next chapter on the Ghanaian WSS history, a brief overview of ODA flows 

during the post World War II period will be given. We all know that practice usually lag behind 

rhetoric. Therefore it is interesting to investigate whether the policy trends described are reflected 

in the allocation of ODA investments to different sectors. In order to track ODA flows, 

quantitative data from the OECD/DAC database have been used. OECD defines ODA as grants 

or loans to developing countries, which are included in part II of the DAC list of recipients. 

ODA must also be provided by official agencies, i.e states, local government or their executing 

agencies and have economic development and welfare as its primary objective. Loans must be 

provided on concessional financial terms and include at least a 25 % grant element to be counted 

as ODA. A source of finance for the water and sanitation sector that is not included in the DAC 

data is that of Non Governmental Organizations. Neither are transfers to private individuals 

included in the statistics.  The diagram below shows on the level of ODA given from all countries 

and all types of donors during the period 1973 – 2004. 

 

Diagram 3: Total ODA 1973 - 2004 

All Donors -Total to Developing Countries
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Source: OECD/DAC Development statistics online 

 

From a modest start in the 1970´s, ODA to developing countries have increased to reach 
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a level of 90 000 million US $ at the end of 2004. A downward trend can be observed during the 

1990´s but at the end of the decade the curve raises again to show a sharp increase in the new 

millennium. The recent increase can partly be explained by debt relief activities along with the 

promised commitment of the international donor community to reach the agreed millennium 

development goals on halving poverty until 2015. Parts of the increase can also be explained by 

the United States Program for the reconstruction of Iraq and Afghanistan.156  

 

In chapter 3, dealing with overall ODA policy trends it was stated that the ODA pendulum has 

swung between an emphasis on macro economic growth strategies and investment in traditional 

production sectors and on the other hand an emphasis on software matters such as capacity 

building and more basic needs strategies and investments. To investigate whether this is reflected 

in the statistics, the diagram below show the share of ODA investments to three different sectors; 

social infrastructure and services,157 economic infrastructure and services158 and production 

sectors.159

 

Diagram 4: Total ODA by sub sectors, Multilateral Donors, 1973 - 2005 

Total ODA by sector. 
Multilateral donors.
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Source: OECD/DAC Development statistics online 

 

                                                 
156 See for instance OECD (2006) ”Aid raises sharply” http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/0/41/35842562.pdf (accessed 
on October 8th 2006) and UNDP (2005) , pp. 84 – 92. 
157 Social infrastructure and services comprise the following sub sectors: Education, Health, Population Program, 
Water Supply and Sanitation, Government and Civil Society. 
158 Economic Infrastructure and Services comprise the following sub sectors: Transport & Storage; Communications; 
Energy; Banking & Financial services; Business & other services. 
159 Production Sectors comprise the following sub sectors: Agriculture, forestry  & fishing; Industry, mining & 
construction; Trade Policy & Regulations; Tourism  
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The data above is only available in current prices; hence individual observations are not 

comparable over time. What is interesting here though is the relation between ODA 

commitments in different sectors which somehow mirror the policy priorities by multilateral 

donors over time. In addition data is only available from 1983. As is illustrated in the diagram 

above the share of investments to production sectors and economic infrastructure was larger than 

the share of investments to social infrastructure during the 1980´s. At the beginning of the 

1990´s though, ODA to social infrastructure exceeded commitments to production sectors and 

continue to do so up until 2004. The curve showing on ODA to social infrastructure rises sharply 

from 2002 while increases in production sectors and economic infrastructure and services show a 

more modest increase in the 2000´s. This mirror the shift that was discussed in the previous 

chapter, towards pro poor growth strategies where human development and basic needs are 

emphasized rather than macro economic issues.   

 

Below the relations between the share of ODA to WSS
160

 and ODA investments in four other 

sectors, namely communications, energy, agriculture and education, are shown. Diagrams 5 show 

on ODA from all types of donors to all developing countries on the OECD/DAC list.  

Unfortunately, data for water supply and sanitation cannot be separated from each other but are 

only presented as accumulated figures.  

 

                                                 
160 DAC define aid to water supply and sanitation as being that related to water resources policy, planning and 
programmes, water legislation and management, water resources development and protection, water supply and use, 
sanitation (including solid waste management) and education and training in water supply. This definition excludes 
dams and reservoirs that are primarily for irrigation and hydropower as well as activities related to river transport 
(these are classed under aid to agriculture, energy and transport respectively) 
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Diagram 5: ODA to WSS and some other sectors, 1973 – 2004 

All Donors, Dev. Countries.
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Source: OECD/DAC Development statistics online 

 

From being generously supported in the 70’s and 80’s, ODA to agriculture is downsized in the 

mid 1990´s while water and sanitation shows a sharp increase at the beginning of the new 

millennium. Education increases to exceed all the other sectors in this sample at the end of the 

period. As this shows the trend for all types of donors we will try to find out whether the same 

trends can be observed for multilateral donors161. Diagram 6 below show on ODA from 

multilateral donors from 1973 to 2004.  

 

 

                                                 
161 In the DAC statistics, Multilateral Agencies are “institutions with governmental membership which conduct all or 
a significant part of their activities in favor of  development and aid recipient countries. They include multilateral 
development banks (i.e World Bank, regional development banks) , United Nations agencies and regional groupings 
(i.e certain European Union and Arab Agencies)” OECD DAC Glossary 
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Diagram 6: Multilateral ODA to WSS and some other sectors 1973 – 2004 

Multilateral Total, Dev. Countries.
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Source: OECD/DAC Development statistics online 

 

The same trends seem to be prevalent among multilateral donors. Agriculture is generously 

supported in the 1970´s but show a downward trend in relation to other sectors towards the end 

of the century when education and WSS increase. Finally the diagram below show on ODA from 

the International Development Association (IDA) during the same period. IDA is the section of 

the World Bank Group that provides soft loans and grants to LDC countries. IDA is also leading 

actor in WSS in many developing countries today, including Ghana 
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Diagram 7: ODA from the International Development Association to WSS and some other 

sectors, 1973 - 2004 

IDA, Developing Countries 
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Source: OECD/DAC development statistics online  

 

From the above it can be concluded that for all three categories of donors; All donors, multilateral 

donors and the IDA, the same investment trends can be observed. The previous emphasis on 

agriculture clearly mirror a shift in priorities from investments in traditional production sectors 

towards an increasing focus on social and economic infrastructure in the new millennium. The 

increase in financial resources for WSS can partly be related to the increased focus on WSS 

stemming from the MDGs on water and sanitation. This also mirrors a stronger priority for 

education, human resources development and capacity building at the end of the period. Thus 

the statistics show a clear indication of the shifting priorities among donor agencies during the 

period. However the data presented here do no not perfectly match the discursive shifts in policy 

priorities describes earlier. The promotion of “basic needs” in the 1970´s primarily materializes as 

the appearance of water and sanitation on the agenda. The curve then shows a continuous 

increase during the period of while the MDGs seem to be a catalyst for sharply increased financial 

flows in the new millennium.  

 

 56



To give the reader a picture of the geographical distribution of ODA to WSS diagram 8 below 

illustrate ODA flows to WSS as a total and to Africa, Asia and Latin America separately.  

 

Diagram 8: Total ODA to WSS 1973 – 2004, divided on regions 
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Source: OECD/ DAC development statistics online 
 
In terms of financial flows it can be stated that Asia has been the major recipient of ODA to WSS 

sector projects during the period from 1973 up until 2004. Only a few years during the 1980´s, 

aid to Africa exceeded aid to Asia. Latin America received far less aid than did both Africa and 

Asia during the same period. The same data but in cumulative numbers are shown in the pie 

chart below.  
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Diagram 9: Cumulative ODA to WSS 1973 – 2004, divided on regions 
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Source: OECD/ DAC development statistics online 

 

The low share of ODA to WSS in Latin America can probably partly be explained by the fact 

that private investment levels are higher in Latin America where PSP as a fact has been most 

common. In Asia and Africa commercial risks are higher which motivates a higher degree of 

ODA involvement in the sector.  

5.2 Summary  
So far we have followed the evolution of development paradigms at an international level. We 

have also looked at the WSS sector as such and how the WSS issue has been framed during 

different time periods. From the review in this chapter it can be concluded that the policy 

redirections described in chapter three and four are partly reflected in the ODA investments 

although investments trends do not perfectly match the rhetorical shifts. Over time there is a clear 

trend showing on an increased focus on basic needs rather than production sector investments. 

Even if ODA as total has increased, the share of ODA to social infrastructure and services 

including WSS have grown in relation to other sectors. This might be related to what was 

previously mentioned, namely the growing awareness that adequate WSS services is important for 

several aspects of poverty alleviation, for public health reasons but also for school enrolment, for 

private sector growth and for economic development on a larger scale.  
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In a next step a preliminary picture of the WSS history in post independence Ghana will be 

provided. How international WSS policies been played out in Ghana and to what extent 

institutional change in the Ghanaian WSS sector reflect changing policies at an international 

level?  
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6: ON HISTORY, WATER AND SOCIETY IN GHANA 
This section aims to present the case area and to describe the institutional development of the 

water supply and sanitation sector in Ghana. To give the reader an idea of the social and 

economic context  surrounding the water sector reforms, this chapter aims to provide a picture of 

the country context, the water situation and a brief review of the post independence history in 

Ghana. Thereafter a presentation of the historical evolution of the Ghanaian WSS sector will be 

given.  

6.1 Country context and water situation 
Ghana has an estimated population of about 21,664 million people.162 Around 42 % live in 

urban areas.163 Rapid population growth during the 1980´s and 1990´s together with migration 

from the country side into the urban centres has created serious social problems since housing 

and employment opportunities increase at a slower pace.164 With a GDP/capita on 403 US$165 in 

2004, Ghana is classified as a low income country by the World Bank.166 Nevertheless, compared 

to the sub region Ghana is looked upon as a stable country with an economic potential and a 

strong social capital base. It is also presupposed to be one of few countries in Sub-Saharan Africa 

that has a chance to meet the Millennium Development Goals.167  

 

In terms of fresh water resources Ghana is well equipped. Lake Volta in the eastern parts of the 

country is one of the largest man made lakes in the world. (See map 1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
162 Africa South of the Sahara 2006, Europa Regional Surveys of the World, Routledge, London and New York 
, p 517 
163 Water Aid (2005), p 1.  
164 Africa South of the Sahara, Europa Regional Surveys of the World, Routledge London and New York, p. 517.  
165 UN Statistics – Country profiles http://unstats.un.org/unsd/default.htm (accessed on October 13th, 2006) 
166http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/DATASTATISTICS/0,,contentMDK:20421402~pagePK:64
133150~piPK:64133175~theSitePK:239419,00.html (accessed on October 13th, 2006)  
167 WB (2004)b, p  2.   
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Map 1: Ghana 

 

                                       

 

 

Accordingly the problem in Ghana is not about actual physical scarcity of freshwater but about 

the capacity to produce and distribute water to the consumers. Even those connected to the piped 

water system frequently suffer from cut offs when the capacity to deliver fails. This creates room 

for an informal water market, which serves all those without access to public water services. The 

sometimes polemic debate on public versus private provision tends to draw attention from the 

important role played by those small scale service providers who fulfill the needs of those un 

served by the formal public sector.168 However while being a most important and interesting field 

of research, an investigation of the informal water market falls beyond the scope of this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
168 See for example Kjellén (2006) for an investigation of  the informal water market in Tanzania 
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Picture 1. Households with connections fill up poly tanks and resell water as an informal business  

Photo by author 2004 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

 

 

Picture 2: Water truck tankers filling water into the tank of a house hold in Adenta, an area in the out skirts of 

Accra which is poorly served in terms of public water delivery. Photo by author 2004 
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Aggregated data on availability of water and sanitation services in Ghana over time is fragmented. 

Data reliability is a serious problem since different sources sometimes present contradicting 

figures. Therefore they are not always comparable with each other and have to be carefully 

treated. However the Ghana Demographic and Health Survey present data on drinking water and 

sanitation facilities among the Ghanaian population for a ten year period 1993, 1998 and 2003 as 

is shown in the below.  

 

Table 4: Source of drinking water in Ghana, 1993, 1998. 2003  
  Urban                                        Rural 

  1993            1998            2003                 1993              1998                2003 

 

Piped into residence  37,2              41,4              33,4 169             2,0                 3,5                   1,9170

Public tap/neighbour 38,6              42,6              39,1                 10,8               12,2                 8,9 

Well in Residence 2,1                 0, 8               4,9171               1,4                 1,9                   3,0 

Bore hole  3,7                 3,2                n.a                 26,6               29,6                  n.a 

Public Well  7,9                 5,2               13,6172              12                 14,8                  53,9173

Spring  0,5                 0,4                0,3                 0,9                  1,4                   0,9 

River/Stream  5,8                 3,4                2,0                 36,6              25,5                   24,3 

Other  3,2                 3,0174           6,8175                5,8                11,1176               7177

Missing/Don’t know 0,3                  0                    0                  3,6                  0                     0,1 

Total  100               100               100                 100               100                    100 

 
Source: Ghana Statistical Services and Ghana Demographic and Health Survey 1993, 1998, 2003 

 

From the data above it can be concluded that between 30 and 40 % of the urban population have 

had piped water into their residence/compound/plot during the ten year period 1993 – 2003. 

Although this does not imply all had a 24 hour service. Most urban dwellers, around 40 % 

depend on a public tap or a neighbour for drinking water whereas most rural people depend on a 

public well/borehole. Rivers and streams are also an important source of drinking water for the 

rural population. The Ghana Demographic and health survey does not present data on 

                                                 
169 For the 2003 data the post “ piped into residence” is made up of two separate posts i.e “piped into dwelling” 
(11,5%) and “piped into compound/plot” (21,9%). 
170 Piped into dwelling (5,7%) and Piped into compound/plot (1,2%) 
171 For the 2003 data the post “Well in residence” is made up of two separate posts i.e “Open well in dwelling/ yard 
(2,5%) and “Protected well in dwelling/ yard” (2,4%) 
172 For the 2003 data the post “ Public well” is made up of two separate posts i.e “Open public well” (5,9%) and 
“Protected public well”(7,8%) 
173 Open public well (12,8%) and protected public well (41,1%). Unlike data from 1993 and 1998, figures on people 
depending on boreholes as their main source of drinking water are probably also included in this post for 2003.  
174 “Other” in the statistics for 1998 is made up of pond/lake,(0,1%) Dam (0,9%), Dugout(0,3%), Rainwater 
(0,5%), Tanker Truck (1,2%) 
175 For the 2003data the post “Other“ is made up of  “Pond/Lake”(0,5%), Dam (0,1%), Rainwater (0,5%), Tanker 
Truck (2,3%), Satchel water (3,0%) and other (0,4 %) 
176 Pond/lake (2,5%), Dam (4,4%), Dugout (2,8%), Rainwater (0,9%) Tanker/Truck (0,5%) 
177 Pond/lake (2,4%), Dam (3,7%), Rainwater (0,2%), Tanker/truck (0,4%), Satchel Water (0,3%) 
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wastewater collection in a broader sense but only give figures on toilet facilities for 1993, 1998 

and 2003  as is presented in the below. 

 

Table 5: Sanitation facility, Ghana 1993, 1998, 2003 
   
 

Urban   Rural  

  1993 1998 2003 1993 1998 2003 

Flush Toilet  10,6178 18,3179 21,2 0,9180 2,1181 1,7 

Traditional pit latrine 29,2 21,7 26,7 59,5 50,8 54,0 

Vent. imp. pit latrine 27,8 36,9 40,8 7,2 18,2 13,5 

Bucket/pan  19,2 13,7 4,5 1,7 2,3 0,2 

No facility/Bush 8,3 9,4 6,7 30,6 26,6 30,6 

Missing  0 0 0,1 0 0 0,1 

Total  100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
Source: Ghana Statistical services and Ghana Demographic and Health survey, 1993, 1998, 2003 

  

 

While most of the urban residents still rely on ventilated improved pit latrines for sanitation the 

proportion of urban people with access to a flush toilet had steadily increased during the ten year 

period. A majority of the rural population use traditional pit latrines for sanitation. Almost a 

third does not have access to any type of facility.  

 

As is shown in the above the problems of access top WSS are severe in Ghana. The importance of 

WSS services to the development is reflected in the Ghana Poverty Reduction Strategy which 

focuses on improving access in rural, peri-urban and poor urban areas. The GPRS emphasize 

improved management as key to achieve more efficiency and to attract investment into the 

sector.182

 

The ministry in charge of policy formulation for the Water Sector in Ghana is the Ministry of 

Water, Works and Housing. For urban water, the Ghana Water Company Limited is the asset 

holder while two private companies Vitens International BV and Rands Water Services Pty in a 

joint venture are contracted for the management and supply of urban water. Rands are mainly 

responsible for surface water treatment, production and bulk water supply skills whilst Vitens 
                                                 
178 Own Flush toilet (10,3%) and Shared Flush Toilet (0,3%) 
179 Own Flush Toilet (10,5%) and Shared Flush Toilet (7,8%) 
180 Own Flush Toilet (0,5%) and Shared Flush Toilet (0,4%) 
181 Own Flush Toilet (1,2%) and Shared Flush Toilet (0,9%) 
182 WB (2003)c, p 112.  
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bring added expertise on distribution, reticulation and commercial management.183 The 

Community Water and Sanitation Agency (CWSA) is responsible for water and sanitation and 

small towns water supply. Responsibilities for urban sanitation still fall on the district assemblies, 

the highest administrative authority for local government in Ghana.184 Water Resources 

Commission (WRC) is responsible for overall coordination of the countries water resources. For 

instance it grants licences to users for the abstraction of water and keep data of the countries 

water resources. 

 

Figure 1: Institutional set up for the WSS sector in Ghana  
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Besides the Ministry of Water, Works and Housing and its sub divisions, three other ministries 

are linked to different aspects of the water and sanitation sector. The Ministry of Environment 

and Science through the Environmental Protection Agency is in charge of all environmentally 

related aspects of the use of water in Ghana. The ministry of Local Government and Rural 

Development through the District Assemblies is in charge of urban sanitation. Finally the Public 

Utilities Regulatory Commission (PURC) as an independent body, is responsible for the 

regulation of tariffs and quality related matters on water and electricity. The aim of the PURC as 

a regulatory body is to balance the interests and needs of the service providers versus the needs of 

the customers. 

 

                                                 
183 Management Contract between Ghana Water Company Ltd and Private Operator, October 2005 
184 Nii Consult (2003), p ii 
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6.2 The post independence history 
In order to give the reader a picture of the historical context surrounding the water sector 

reforms, a brief post independence history of Ghana is given in the below. The review build upon 

three historical periods; the immediate post independence era 1957 – 1981, the ERP era 1982 – 

1992 and the period following upon democratisation in 1992 up until today.  

6.2.1 Liberation, Nkrumaism and the free fall of the economy  
Ghana, during colonial times known as the British Gold Coast, was the first country in Sub 

Saharan Africa to attain independence in 1957. A central person in the liberation movement was 

Mr Kwame Nkruma, a Ghanaian lawyer who entered the first presidential post in 1960. Nkruma, 

had played a leading role at the Pan African Congress in Manchester in 1945185 and became 

known as a spokesperson not only for Ghanaian independence but for the far broader goal of 

liberating all of Africa from colonial rule.186

 

By the time of independence the future prospects of Ghana were promising. Ghana was 

considered a prospering middle income developing country which would soon evolve into a 

strong economy, industrialized and integrated into the world economy. Soon after independence, 

president Nkruma established relations to the former Soviet Union and entered onto a state 

socialistic program which emphasized the importance of modernisation and import substituted 

industrialization. Internal development strategies, guided by economic nationalism and state 

interventionism, were basic features of the ideologies underpinning the Ghanaian development 

strategy which became known as Nkrumaism.187 Nkruma strongly believed in rapid state led 

modernisation and big push strategies to make Ghana an industrialized economy. The state 

owned sector expanded dramatically as did public spending on health care and free education.188 

Large scale modernisation projects like the damming up of the Volta river in 1961 were carried 

out with the intent of electrifying the country.189 A Cocoa Marketing Board was also established 

to oversee and plan the production of cocoa, Ghana’s main export commodity.  

 

The Ghanaian economy experienced a steady decline during the 1970´s and early 1980´s ( Ghana 

demographic and health survey 1988 p 1) The Nkruma leadership was also severely burdened by 

corruption, power was centralized to the president himself and the governing Conventions 

                                                 
185 Buah (1998), p. 154. 
186 Dzorgbo (1998), pp 121- 122. 
187 See for example Hutchful (2002), p. 8.  
188 Hutchful (2002), p. 9. 
189 For a further discussion on the story of the Valco aluminium company and energy production and consumption 
from the Volta Dam see Bennis & Moushabeck (1993), pp 110 –111. 
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Peoples Party, CPP.190 In a military coup Nkruma was finally overthrown in 1966. After three 

years of military rule free elections were held in 1969 and Kofi Busua, representing the Progress 

Party (PP) came into power. Expansionist spending policies and economic problems continued 

into the Busua regime and led to a series of military coups in 1972, 1978 and 1979.  In the last 

one lieutenant Jerry Rawlings came into power.191

 

The economic decline between the mid 1970´s to the mid 1980´s that characterized the 

development in a large part of the developing world was particularly significant in Ghana. 

Between 1976 and 1982, real gross domestic product per capita decreased by 3,4 per cent each 

year and prices increased by a yearly average of 66,8 per cent.192 Production and export figures 

also fell dramatically during the immediate post independence period as is illustrated in table 4 

below.  

 

Table 6: Export production Volumes 1975 – 1981 (thousand units) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1975     1976      1977     1978    1979    1980       1981 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Cocoa (tonnes)             397.3    326.7    277.4    268.2    280.8    277.2    246.5 

Logs (cubic metres)                      623.0    565.0    586.0    591.0    285.0    185.0     222.0 

Gold (kg)                                       16.3       16.5      15.0      12.0      11.1      11.0      10.6 

Diamonds (carats)            233.3     228.3    194.7    142.3   122.6    114.9     836.4 

Manganese (tonnes)                   415.3    361.9    292.4    316.7   253.8    249.9     223.1 

Bauxite (tonnes)                          325.2     271.6    279.2     327.9   235.3    225.1     181.3 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Source: Hutchful (2002), p 6. Building on information from Ghana Government, Quarterly Digest of Statistics, June 

1984 

 

Nkrumaism had delivered social welfare services; i.e. schools and healthcare to a larger proportion 

of the Ghanaian population but the economic policies applied by the regime did not achieve 

sustained growth nor did it adjust public spending in relation to state incomes. This, as we will 

see in the below paved the way for a new economic approach to foster development in Ghana. 

 

                                                 
190 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 152. 
191 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 211. 
192 Herbst (1993), p. 14. 
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6.2.2 Neoliberalism during the ERP era and the U - turn in Ghanaian economic history 
Between 1982 and 1992 Ghana was governed by a military regime, the Provisional National 

Defence Council (PNDC) under the leadership of flight lieutenant Jerry Rawlings. The core of 

the PNDC was originally deeply influenced by radical dependency theory and agitated against 

neo colonialism and advocated socialistic development strategies.193 However, the socio economic 

situation in Ghana steadily worsened. Food shortage and underemployment deeply affected the 

living standards of the average Ghanaian who in effect, was poorer in the 1980´s than at the time 

for independence.194 Hence after the second coup led by Rawlings in 1981, he turned around and 

led Ghana onto a road inspired by neo liberal economic policies as an effort to halt the economic 

recession.  

 

The new economic policies, which were guided by the IMF/WB Structural Adjustment Program, 

was locally launched as the Economic Recovery Program (ERP). The ERP included far reaching 

reforms in the public sector with the sell out of state owned enterprises, reduction of price 

controls and macro economic reforms such as devaluation of the cedi.195 Due to its far reaching 

liberalisation of the economy Ghana gained international reputation as a model country of 

adjustment.  

 

In macro economic terms the Ghanaian economy made large gains during the ERP era. Ghana’s 

GDP showed a positive growth by five per cent between 1984 and 1990. In contrast, Gyimah – 

Boadei report that GDP had fallen on average 5 per cent in each of the three years preceding the 

ERP.196 Inflation rates also fell from 123 % in 1983 to 15 % in 1991-1992.197 Production rates 

recovered and increased drastically during the ERP era. As an example Cocoa production 

increased from 1159,565 metric tonnes in 1983 to 247,470. Gold production rose from 282,646 

ounces in 1983 to 538,000 in 1988 and timber exports increased from 103,000 cubic meters in 

1983 to 541,470 in 1990. 198 As a total export earnings increased considerably during the ERP 

even if market prices on most of Ghanas comodities declined during the same period.  

 

However the ERP also had far reaching effects on the every day lives of the Ghanaian population 

since costs of living increased dramatically. Subsidies on basic goods were reduced or abolished 

and hospital and school fees were introduced. Studies undertaken in the mid 1980’s indicated 

                                                 
193 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 221. 
194 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 3.  
195 Hutchful (2002), p. 56. 
196 Gyimah – Boadi (1995), p. 310. 
197 Gyimah – Boadi (1995) , p. 310. 
198 Gyimah-Boadi (1995), p. 310. 
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that there was a rising level of malnutrition in the Ghanaian population, especially among 

children.199 School enrolment had shown a rising trend in the 1970’s but between 1983/84 and 

1986/87 it fell by 3.4 %. There was also a 25 % drop in visits to Korle Bu Hospital and a 50 % 

drop in visits to Korle Bu Poly Clinic after the Government had introduced hospital fees.200

 

In return for Rawlings commitment to the neo liberal economic policies, ODA raised sharply 

during the ERP era. The table below illustrates total aid flows from all donors and multilateral 

donors to Ghana during the post independence era.  

 

Diagram 5: Total ODA/multilateral ODA to Ghana 1966 – 2004 
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Source: OECD/DAC development statistics online 

 

As is illustrated in the above, total ODA increased from $ 260 to $ 1392 in a ten year period 

from 1981 – 1991.201 In this way external support helped to ensure the economic success of the 

Rawlings regime. Although during the last years of the ERP era increasing demands for 

democracy were raised among some segments of the Ghanaian population.202

  

6.2.3 Democracy and economic crises  
On adjustment democracy followed. Ghana gained its new constitution as a democratic republic 

in 1992. After the general elections Jerry Rawlings, the former military dictator re entered the 

                                                 
199 Gyimah – Boadi (1995), p. 312.  
200 Gyimah-Boadi (1995), p. 312. 
201 OECD/DAC Development statistics online 
202 Hutchful  discuss three different theoretical explanations to why economic liberalization was followed by political 
liberalization, see Hutchful (2002) pp. 199-205. 
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presidential post. In the beginning of the 1990´s the WB considered Ghana to qualify for an east 

Asian type of economic breakthrough.203 By the end of that same decade though, the Ghanaian 

economy had slipped back into an economic crises characterized by economic instability, balance 

of payment crises and high rates of inflation.  Hutchful refers to the regime transformations as 

part of the underlying causes to the economic decline. Going through two “revolutions” of 

market liberalization and political democratization was hitting hard on economic stability.  

 

In December 2000 the market liberal New Patriotic Party (NPP) won the election and John 

Agyekum Kufour entered the presidential post. In Africa this was considered a historical event 

since power was peacefully transferred from the former military dictator Jerry Rawlings to the 

NPP. The NPP is still in 2006 in a governing position since president Kuffour was reelected in 

2004. The opposition, the New Democratic Congress is does also have a strong support which is 

a good prerequisite for a developing democracy. .  

 

6.3 Historical evolution of the water supply and sewerage sector in Ghana  
The following section will provide a retrospective view of the WSS development in Ghana from 

independence until 2005, when two private companies were contracted to run Ghana’s urban 

water systems under a management contract. The review does not concentrate on technical 

aspects of systems establishment or expansion but focus on institutional change within the sector 

over time.  

 

6.3.1 Building the nation – water in the cities  
Data on the establishment of the earliest water supply systems in Ghana differ between sources. 

Nevertheless it stands clear that the first parts of the WSS systems in Ghana were designed and 

constructed under British colonial rule. According to M. M Huq, the first public water supply 

system was established in Accra just before World War I. Extensions were made exclusively to 

other urban areas among them the colonial capital of Cape Coast, Winneba and Kumasi until 

1948 when the Department of Rural Water Development was established to engage in the 

development of rural water supply through the drilling of bore holes and construction of wells for 

rural communities.204

 

                                                 
203 Hutchful (2002), p. 1. 
204 Huq (1989), p. 69. 
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According to the GWCL (2004) and Water Aid (2005) the development of public pipe-borne 

water systems began in Cape Coast in 1928 and was managed by the Hydraulic Division of 

Public Works Department which sorted under the ministry of Works and Housing. The 

responsibilities of the Division of Public Works Department were gradually widened to include 

the planning and development of water supply systems in other parts of the country. In line with 

Huq, these sources also state that a separate Rural Water Development Department was formed 

to take responsibility for water supply in rural areas in 1948.205  

 

To illustrate the priorities of the British administration, a table showing the allocation of means 

during the 1951 – 1958 national development plan is provided in table 5.   

 

                                                 
205 GWCL (2004) Water Aid (2005) 

 71



Table 7: Allocation of financial resources under the 1951 – 1958 Development Plan  

 

Sector      Allocation (£ ´000) %  Ranking 

 

Agric & Nat. resources 7,616  6,5  5 

Industry & Trade 5,548  4,7  7 

Electricity  4,440  3,8  8 

Communication 35,955  33,6  1 

Laca & Reg Govt 6,000  5,1  6 

Education  17,390  14,8  2 

Info. & Broadcast 1,176  1,0  10 

Housing  7,862  6,7  4 

Health & Water 15,033  12,8  3 

Police & Prison 2,953   2,5  9 

Miscellaneous 13,549  11,5 

TOTAL  117,522  100,0  

 

Source: The Political Economy of Housing and Urban Development in Africa – Ghanas Experience from Colonial Times 

to 1998, Kwadwo Konadu – Agyemang (2001), p. 143. (Ministry of finance and economic planning, Accra) 

 

As shown in the above, health and water were ranked as the third most prioritized area after 

communications and education in terms of financial resources. It is remarkable that in line with 

international trends, health and water were treated as one and the same financial post in the 

budget during this time period.  

 

After independence the water sector was set up as a Water Supply Division under the Ministry of 

Works and Housing with responsibilities for both urban and rural water supplies.206 During the 

dry season in 1959, water shortage in the country was severe. That same year an agreement was 

signed between the Government of Ghana and the World Health Organisation for a study to be 

conducted into the water sector development of the country.207 The study would focus not only 

on technical engineering but also on the organisation of a national water and sewerage authority 

and methods of financing.208  

The WHO assessed that the supplies constructed and operated by the water supplies division so 

far were seriously understaffed. Due to the lack of manpower, especially engineers, and it was 

                                                 
206 GWCL (2004) 
207 GWCL(2004), Huq (1989), p. 69. 
208 WHO (1961), p. 2. 
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stated that the present work force was seriously over loaded.209 The advisory panel recognized a lot 

of vacancies in the then organization and strongly recommend that the situation be improved by 

“filling the gaps in the organization of the Water Supplies Division”210. The advisory panel also 

recommended that for the future: “a post graduate training of all Ghanaian staff members should 

be fostered, partly by sending them abroad to post graduate courses in England, the United States 

of America, the Netherlands etc” 211

 

According to the team, the existing infrastructure was unable to meet the ever increasing demand. 

As migration into the cities increased, serious expansions of the systems were needed.212 

Accordingly, the WHO recommended capital investments and expansions within the WSS 

sector, both in terms of staff and infrastructure.  

 

In 1961, there were 69 public water supplies operating in Ghana, serving an estimated 1 145 000 

persons out of a total population of over 6 690 000. This means that around 17% of the 

population was served by the public sector. The WHO also reported that a few towns received 

their water from supplies operated by mining companies although it does not mention the names 

of these cities.213  

 

Sewage was less developed. In 1961 there was only one town in Ghana with a water borne sewage 

disposal system serving around 25 000 persons. This was Tema, a seaport, aimed and constructed 

to develop into the main industrial centre in Ghana. The more prosperous households in other 

parts of the country, in Accra for instance, had their sewage disposed in cess-pits or septic tanks. 

The WHO report consider the sanitary conditions as being  a major health risks in densely 

populated areas where the soil became overloaded with septic waste. Guinea worm disease, 

bilharzia, enteric fevers, dysenteries and malaria were referred to as strongly relate to the poor 

sanitary state in the country. The links between general health conditions and industrial 

productivity were also recognized, since bad health mean loss of workers time and efficiency and 

many industries also require a supply of clean water for their processes and production”.214 The 

interest of health also required a vast program for sanitary conditions in Ghana.215  

 

                                                 
209 WHO (1961), p. 42. 
210 WHO (1964), p. 8. 
211 WHO ( 1964), p. 8. 
212 WHO (1964), p. 10. 
213 WHO (1961) p. 5. 
214 WHO (1961), p. 13. 
215 WHO (1961), p. 13. 
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Regarding the administrative structure of the water sector, the advisory panel recommended the 

government to separate water supply services from other governmental services and to establish a 

separate authority in charge of the construction and maintenance of water sewerage systems in 

different parts of the country. This was proposed to be a broad organization, responsible for all 

the different steps of water management.216 The WHO team also recommended a national 

centralized authority rather than many local ones due to overhead costs for the setting up and 

running of authorities, costs for staff and risks for the duplication of workloads.  For the same 

reasons, rural and urban water were also proposed to be in the same water division. Another 

argument for a “joint water and sewerage authority” was that water and sewerage are closely 

related and therefore, it was stated, they require joint planning.217  

 

Regarding financial aspects, the team noticed that water revenues did not cover its own costs but 

were totally borne by the treasury. 218 The only sewerage system in operation in Ghana, in Tema, 

was totally free of charge. The WHO consider this as a problem and state that: “The traditional 

way of regarding water is that it is free like the air…Free water however, leads to disease and 

endangers the public health”219 Against this background the team strongly recommend the 

establishment of cost recovery levels on the water tariffs and this is motivated by arguments of 

fairness:  

 

“If the general taxpayer has to bear the burden of public water supply the man who 

has no public supply at his disposal has not only to provide his own drinking water 

but must pay for the water supply of more fortunate citizens….With regard to the 

different categories of water consumers, justice requires that the man who only uses 

water for preparing food and bathing pays less than the man who waters his garden 

and washes his car as well”220  

 

Still, due to the strong public health benefit and character of water, the advisory panel 

recommended that the price be as low as possible. Therefore, according to the WHO, water 

supply should not be a profit making business. Nevertheless the authority was expected to cover 

                                                 
216 WHO (1964), p. 45. 
217 WHO (1961), p. 50. 
218 WHO (1961), p. 19.  
219 WHO (1961), p. 36. 
220 WHO(1961), p. 39. 
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its own costs, including overhead costs, operating costs and capital costs i.e. interest rates on loans 

and funds raised by the authority. 221

 

In line with the recommendations of the WHO the Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation 

(Hereafter GWSC) was established in 1965. GWSC was to be responsible for water supply and 

sanitation in rural as well as urban areas.222 The corporation was to be responsible for the conduct 

of research relative to water and sewerage as well as the making of engineering surveys and plans. 

Further on it was obliged to be responsible for the construction and operation of water and 

sewerage works, the setting of standards and prices and to collect the revenues.223 Hence all 

aspects of water management were centralized under one authority.  

 

According to the Parliamentary Act, the six members of the GWSC Board were to be appointed 

by the President himself which also had the mandate to terminate any of the mandates other than 

the managing director “if he is of the opinion that it is in the interest of the Corporation so to 

do”224 Interesting to note is that the Corporation was exempted from paying taxes. There is 

nothing in the WHO report that proposes such a policy hence the addition was made as a result 

of contextual factors in Ghana.  

 

According to M.M Huq, the number of people served by pipe-borne water in Ghana increased 

from 1,5 million in 1965 to 3,6 million in 1980.225 Still he implies that service levels went down 

significantly during the 1980´s mainly as a result of the deterioration in pipe connections and 

pumping systems.226 Yanksson & Venton Gough argue that it was the stagnation in the economy 

during the 1970´s and early 1980´s that resulted in deterioration of the already existing 

infrastructure and service provision227 A WB report from 1998 also state that:  

“The water supply systems in Ghana deteriorated during rapidly during the economic 

crises during the 1970´s and early 1980´s when Government’s ability to adequately 

operate and maintain essential services was severely constrained.”228

 

                                                 
221 WHO (1961), pp 39 – 41. 
222 GWCL (2003), Act 310:1965  
223 Act 310:1965 
224 Act 310:1965 
225 Huq (1988), p. 70. 
226 Huq (1989), p. 70. 
227 Yankson & Venton Gough (1999), p. 89. 
228  WB (1998), p. 1. 
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Along with economic difficulties and financial constraints rapid urbanisation must also be 

counted with as an important factor which put increased pressure on the water supply systems in 

densely populated areas in Ghana.   

6.3.2 The Water Sector Restructuring Project and the road to Private Sector Participation 
During the ERP (1983-1993) era several efforts were made to improve efficiency within the water 

supplying sector in Ghana. Ghana also took part in international efforts and programs aimed to 

give more people access to WSS and committed itself to the decade goals and activities of the 

International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (1981 – 1990).  

During the ERP, user fees for water supply were increased and subsidies on water tariffs were 

gradually removed to achieve self-financing.229 Loans and grants were requested from the World 

Bank and other donors to enable the initiation of rehabilitation and expansion programs for the 

sector, to train personnel and to buy transport and maintenance equipment.230   

 

In 1987 a ”Five Year Rehabilitation and Development Plan” for the sector was prepared   which 

resulted in the Water Sector Restructuring Project (WSRP)231 Multilateral and bilateral donors 

contributed with $ 140 million to support the implementation of the WSRP. The reforms aimed 

to reduce unaccounted for water, rationalisation through the reduction of the workforce, hiring 

of professionals and training of the remaining staff. A strong focus in the WSRP was also put on 

improved management and increased efficiency through organisational change of the water 

sector.232 Accordingly, in the beginning of the 1990´s a number of organisational reforms within 

the Ghanaian water sector were initiated. In 1993, in accordance with the local government Act 

from the same year, responsibilities for sanitation and small towns water supply were 

decentralized from GWSC to the District Assemblies.233 In 1994 the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) was established with the aim to ensure that water operations did not cause any 

harm to the environment.234 The Water Resources Commission (WRC) founded in 1996 was to 

be in charge of overall regulation and management of water resources utilization.235 In 1997 a 

regulatory body, the Public Utilities Regulatory Commission (PURC) came into being with the 

purpose of setting tariffs and quality standards for the operation of public utilities. The PURC 

was to balance the needs of the customers versus the needs of the service operators.236 

                                                 
229 Nii Consult (2003), p. 1; Water Aid (2005), Unicef/GoG – Mater Plan of Operation 1996 – 2000, p. 120. 
230 Nii Consult (2003), p. 1. 
231 Nii Consult (2003), p. 1 
232 Nii Consult (2003), Executive Summary, p. 1 
233 Mime Consult (2001), p. 22. 
234 Mime Consult (2001), p. 22. 
235 Mime Consult (2001), p. 21 
236 Act 538:1997  
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Responsibilities for rural water and sanitation were hived off from the central organisation in 

1998 as the Community Water and Sanitation Agency (CWSA) was established in 1998.237

 

Finally on the 1st of July 1999 GWSC was converted into a 100% state owned Limited Liability: 

the Ghana Water Company. From now on, urban and rural water were to be treated as separate 

entities. Accordingly, unlike its former predecessor GWCL could concentrate on one core 

business – the supply of water to Ghana’s urban residents. 238

 

Besides a general decentralisation of responsibilities within the water administration, the 

introduction of private sector participation in the water sector was another long term goal of the 

WSRP. Already in 1995, a stakeholder meeting had been held to discuss eight different options 

for PSP including management contracts, concession and service contracts in different 

combinations.239 At that time an agreement was made to adopt the lease.240 Information is 

fragmented on what happened until 2001 when the bidding process for a lease contract was 

initiated. Interviews with NGOs and donor agencies as well as newspaper articles and web based 

information from several NGOs tell that there was an attempt to bind up with Azurix, a 

subsidiary of the American energy company Enron in the late 1990´s. The bidding process, 

however, was considered as non transparent and non competitive why the World Bank decided to 

draw back it’s support.241 Since large dark and grey spots of information still remain, I have 

chosen not to include this part of the story in the analysis of this study.     

 

In 2001 a bidding process for two lease contracts which divided Ghana’s urban water systems in 

two separate parts was initiated.242 That same year in May 2001 a four day national fora on water 

sector reform in Ghana was organized by a Ghanaian NGO, the Integrated Social Development 

Centre (ISODEC).243 One of the outcomes was the establishment of a national coalition against 

privatization of water (N-CAP).244 N-CAP which operates as an umbrella organization, consists of 

individuals as well as civil society organizations, the trade union congress and religious groups. In 

                                                 
237 Mime Consult (2001), p. 21. 
238 Mime Consult (2001), p. 21. 
239 Water sector restructuring secretariat,  www.waterforghana.org consulted on September 4th  2006. 
240 Water Sector Restructuring Secretariat www.waterforghana.org consulted on September 4th  2006. 
WB (2004), p 7. Nii Consult (2003) , p ii.     
241 Interview at the World Bank Ghana office December 10th, 2004, Interview N-CAP November 23rd 2004, 
Interview ISODEC November 16th 2004 . See also Larbi (2005) and The Guardian Aug 6, 2002 “Fed team examines 
Enron bribery claims” by David Teather.  
242 Fact –finding mission (2002), p 6, Interview at the Water Sector restructuring Secretariat/ Project Management 
Unit, November 23rd, 2004  
243 http://www.isodec.org.gh/campaings/water/index.htm
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this way N-CAP became a forum for a wide range of interest groups and succeeded in transferring 

the issue of water privatisation in Ghana abroad to gain international recognition. 

 

One of the main arguments of the N-CAP is that water is essential to life and therefore should 

not be subject to the market forces of demand and supply. The N-CAP feared that the PSP 

arrangement would not benefit low income groups, that prices would increase and that water 

would be available only to those who afford.245 Multinational water companies, they meant, 

would not be accountable to the citizens of Ghana in the same way as a public utilities and do 

only operate guided by their profit motives. Water is further described as being “life itself” and 

therefore, it is argued, should not be traded with as an economic good. 

 

The question of imbalances of power was also raised since the companies that qualified for the 

contract would be large multinationals with budgets ten times the GDP of Ghana. The anti - 

privatization movement also claimed that the PSP process was being donor driven rather than 

country owned and that the World Bank was pushing the government to privatize as a condition 

for debt relief within the HIPC arrangement.246

 

Since the beginning of 2003 the Government of Ghana and the donors involved have agreed to 

modify the PSP contract from a lease into a short term management contract with the option of 

evolution into a lease. This is considered as a response to global economic trends which did not 

seem to favour private investment in utility services, particularly not in the water sector.247 There 

are also reasons to believe that political opposition within civil society groups in Ghana made the 

restructuring secretariat more careful in what it did.248

 

In December 2004 the Government of Ghana through the ministry of Works and Housing 

invited interested firms to submit their bids on a five year management contract which included 

operation and maintenance of 80 urban water systems located throughout the country.249 The 

contract is incentives based which means the operator will only get paid as long as it can deliver 

improvements related to certain performance indicators.250  

 
                                                 
245 ISODEC Nov 18, 2004, N-CAP Nov 16, 2004 
246 ISODEC Nov 18, 2004, N-CAP Nov 16, 2004 
247 WB (2004)a, p 7, Interview Project Manager, PMU Water Sector Restructuring Secretariat, November 23rd, 2004 
248 Interview Civil servant, Public Utilities Workers Union of TUC (Ghana), December 13th 2004,  
WB (2004)a, pp. 9 -10 & 12.  
249 Announcement in Daily Graphic on December 10th 2004 
250 Management Contract between Ghana Water Company Ltd and Aqua Vitens Rand 
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This is done within the frames of the urban water project which is financed by the World Bank 

(102,3 million US$), The Nordic Development Fund (5 million US$) and the Government of 

Ghana (12 million US$). In july 2004 the World Bank decided to turn the 103,2 million US 

dollars from a loan into a grant. The urban water project aims to improve and expand the services 

delivered by GWCL as well as restoring the financial stability of the utility. 

 

In November 2005 the bidding process was completed as two private water companies, Vitens 

Interatational bv and Rands Water Services Pty were contracted to run Ghana’s urban water 

systems for five years under a management contract. GWCL, the previous operator was now 

going to take on a more facilitating and regulatory role within the water administration. The 

signing of the contract was an end to a ten year long period of discussions and political conflicts, 

preparations of different contract frameworks, launchings and drawbacks of new initiatives which 

were discussed and reformulated over again. Thus, the road that led up to the signing procedure 

was a long and stretched out political process which involved many different actors along the way.  

 

The table below summarizes important organizational changes made within the water 

administration in Ghana 1957 and 2005. 
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Table 6: Important organizational changes in the water sector in Ghana 

 

1957 Water supplies division under the Ministry of Works and Housing established 

 

1965 GWSC established 

 

1982-  

1992 

ERP era – general increase of water tariffs towards cost recovery levels  

In 1988 – the formation of district assemblies 

1993 Local Government Act/Decentralization of Responsibilities for urban sanitation to  District 

Assemblies 

1994 Environmental Protection Agency established  

 

1996 Water Resources Commission established 

 

1997 PURC – Public Utilities Regulatory Commission established 

 

1998 CWSA Community Water and Sanitation Agency established  

 

1999  GWCL Ghana Water Company ltd  established 

 

2001 The first bidding process for a lease contract of Ghanas urban water systems initiated 

 

2004 Bidding process for a management contract of Ghanas urban water systems initiated 

 

2005 Management Contract signed with Vitens International of the Netherlands and Rands 

Water Services of South Africa 

 

 

6.4 Summary 
Institutional change within the WSS sector in Ghana, in many ways mirror what happened in 

Ghanaian society on a larger scale. Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation were established as a 

centralized authority with heavy influence from the governmental administration during the 

socialistic Nkruma era. During this time period the water and sanitation problem was about 

investments and expansions, both in terms of capital and manpower in order to increase coverage 

throughout the country. Under the Economic Recovery Program, subsidies were gradually taken 

away, water tariffs increased and reforms of decentralization of responsibilities within the WSS 

sector were prepared. In line with overall efforts to promote the private sector as the engine of 

growth in the economy, the water sector was also prepared for private sector participation. 
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Recognition was growing that proper management skills were key to achieving a more efficient 

water services in Ghana. Still, GWSC remained a public utility even if many other state owned 

enterprises were divested during the ERP era.  

During the 1990´s liberalization and decentralization of responsibilities in the water sector gained 

momentum and efforts were made to invite the private sector to act in the urban water sector in 

Ghana. Democratization had also opened the political arena for new actors within civil society 

which became important elements of the PSP policy process in Ghana. Due to the international 

investment climate and public protest in Ghana the original lease contract evolved into a five year 

management contract which was signed in November 2005.  
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7. ANALYZES AND CONCLUSIONS  
This section aims to link the three different problem areas that have previously been discussed i.e. 

general assistance paradigms, international WSS development policies and WSS sector 

development in Ghana. In doing this the following questions will be answered:  

 

1) How have the WSS issue been framed and reframed in relation to contemporary 

development theories and strategies?   

2) How have international WSS policies been played out in Ghana?  

7.1 Changing water frames 
As is shown in this study, the water issue have been reframed by the international donor 

community during the period studied, different aspects of the water issue have been more or less 

emphasized during different phases and ideas about the nature of the problem have changed and 

adapted in relation to the surrounding historical context. As different problem frames also 

generate different solutions, ideas about what action should be taken also vary over time. In some 

areas there are links between general ODA policies and WSS sector policies. This chapter will 

show where they differ and converge.  

 

In the early phase of donor assistance the preferred way to channel ODA was through large 

capital investments for construction projects rather than to capacity building or improved 

institutions. In the water sector this is reflected in an emphasis on hardware knowledge and an 

engineering oriented problem frame in relation to the water challenge. The problem was about 

finding the appropriate technologies to provide people in low income countries with better access 

to water. This aspect was also more emphasized during this period than for example the need for 

better management skills. In this respect the WSS sector follow the ideas of general ODA 

activities where concentration on hardware knowledge was put at the forefront to begin with. On 

the other hand the appearance of WSS as primarily a health issue during the gap analysis period is 

probably rather du to the heavy influence of the WHO than to the contemporary macro 

economic growth approach to development.  

 

The dependency school of thought and demands on a “New Economic World Order” which 

played an important role in development thinking during the 60´s and the 70´s both stemmed 

from the “developing world “and focused on power asymmetries between countries, the 

international division of labour and large scale investments in the production sectors as important 

to the wealth of nations. Infrastructure services as such were not explicitly pronounced as motors 
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or triggers of development in itself. Accordingly, these discussions did not rub off in any 

immediate manner in WSS policy development. On the contrary, the shift in emphasis towards 

social development concerns was more pronounced in the basic needs approach, which mainly 

emerged among multilateral donor agencies in the North. In this context the appearance of a 

specific UN conference on water supply in itself as well as increased attention to the water issue in 

general, must be seen as partly reflecting the new interest in human development concerns and 

poverty related matters such as water supply in place of economic growth targets and general 

assumptions of welfare trickling down to the poor. Hence the Mar del Plata conference should be 

looked upon as a consequence of the new focus on basic needs within the international donor 

community on a larger scale.  

 

During the heyday of Structural Adjustment with general claims on cut downs in public 

expenditures, most water utilities with a few exceptions were still publicly run and owned.  As we 

know, the implementation of PSP within WSS lagged behind general ODA policy claims on 

privatisations within other infrastructure services. This is partly due to the view of water as a 

social good which somehow, in people’s minds, seems to lie closer to the public management 

paradigm. However, as discussions on the “comodification” of water gradually gained ground and 

when water finally received status as an economic good, this also seemed to have paved the way 

for private sector involvement in the supply of water for urban communities.  

 

PSP in WSS was most frequent during the later part of the 1990´s when the critiques of WB 

liberalization reforms were mostly harsh. The sharp decline in private sector engagement in the 

sector at the end of the century and the fact that private water services companies withdraw from 

the WSS market in the new millennia is also mirrored in the more cautious promotion for PSP in 

several policy documents and conference declarations. PSP was no longer seen as the panacea for 

all problems within the water sector and it is emphasized that PSP arrangements have to be 

carefully planned, well designed and tailor made to local circumstances to work efficiently. This 

all goes in line with the rhetoric surrounding the new poverty reduction strategies on a general 

ODA level. Country ownership and tailor made solutions rather than standard solutions for 

poverty alleviation are key arguments behind the new approach.  

 

As was shown in diagram 5 – 7, an increased focus on WSS sector issues followed a few years after 

this turn towards a new poverty sensitive line within the WB. This also goes together with more 

exceeding commitments to poverty reduction within the international donor community on a 

larger scale where WSS had been pushed on top of the agenda. As the pendulum in international 
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donor strategies swings back again towards human development concerns, an increased focus on 

WSS issues seem to follow. The dividing line between macro economic growth strategies for 

poverty alleviation and the basic needs strategy is not as sharp any more since the WSS  issue is 

increasingly framed both as a public health issue and a basic need  but also as a prerequisite for 

economic growth and private sector development.  

 

As is shown in this study a conviction have gradually emerged that water scarcity is not a problem 

of real physical limits but first and foremost a governance issue i.e. water scarcity comes from 

mismanagement.  As previously pointed out, this goes in line with overall ODA trends which 

have developed from emphasizing appropriate technology and hardware investments to approach 

which focus on good governance, policy support and capacity building. Thus the focus on 

institutional dimensions of water management is reflecting far broader trends from gap analyses 

towards capacity building within general ODA.  

 

Another important aspect of international development policy debate is that environmental issues 

have come forward as a growing concern during the period of investigation. The quest for 

sustainability emerged in a time when market based models for poverty reduction were are 

prevalent and it is clear that the international community have chosen to cope with the 

sustainability challenge by applying economic principles to natural resources management. A 

standard component of what is termed as “sustainable water management”, usually include 

market based models for water allocation, what I also refer to as a politics of scarcity. For the 

WSS sector this is reflected within the IWRM strategy where one of the basic pillars is the view of 

water as an economic good. The emergence of the IWRM concept also reflects the inclusion and 

integration of several sciences into the same problem frame, knowledge that had previously been 

underestimated. This is manifested in the inclusion of an ecosystem approach in the planning and 

management of water resources. According to the IWRM strategy the ecosystem must be counted 

with as a water user in itself. Although ecology as a science is upgraded in the IWRM strategy it is 

evident that it is integrated and interpreted within an economically oriented problem frame, 

stating that water is an economic good. The “ecosystem approach” and the “economic principles 

approach” are not looked upon as conflicting problem frames. On the contrary they co-evolve 

and develop to support each other.  

7.2 Re - framing or de - framing?  
In many respects water frames change and replace each other. Another dominant feature of the 

evolution of WSS donor policies is that problem frames are becoming more inclusive as the WSS 
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issue is growing more complex. More aspects of the problem are included and integrated within 

the problem frames as experience and knowledge sharing within the sector increase. The initial 

strong public health focus on water can be seen as but one example of how sector specific focuses 

rather than sector wide approaches were prevalent to start with. As the water picture is growing 

more complex, the problem is also viewed from several different angles and other motivations 

such as economic growth and development in a wider meaning are ascribed to the goal of 

achieving adequate water and sanitation services for all people. Therefore in some cases the policy 

development is better described as a process of integration of new knowledge within the problem 

frames rather than a process where ideas follow on and replace each other. Since the original idea 

of framing is a process where some parts of a problem are excluded in favour of others it might in 

some cases be more appropriate to talk about a process of de-framing rather than reframing of the 

water issue.  

 

An excellent example of de-framing is the evolution of Integrated Water Resources Management 

approaches which seek to deal with the water problem from a sector wide perspective including 

wider geographical areas, several (competing) water uses and social dimensions of the governance 

process, (participatory aspects, transparency issues etc) IWRM thus evolved as a way to tackle the 

problems that are raised when there is a lack of holistic approaches and to much of selective 

seeing in WSS development strategies. I addition, the increased focus on sanitation can be seen as 

just another example of how the problem is growing more complex, how the problem frames 

become more inclusive as new knowledge is integrated within the frames.    

7.3 Ghana in relation to international trends 
Here I will return to the findings from chapter 3 and investigate if and then how major trends in 

international WSS policy development are materialized in Ghana. this subject will be further 

explored in my doctoral thesis, hence the findings presented here should be considered as 

preliminary.  

To begin with, water and health were treated as one and the same financial post in the five year 

development plan of the British colonial administration. This confirms the early focus on water as 

being framed primarily as a health issue while other aspects of the water problem were less 

emphasized. In line with international trends it was also the World Health Organization and not 

the World Bank that was consulted when a new model for and a reorganization of the water 

sector, for the interest of health, was needed after independence. Following the WHO 

recommendations the GWSC was established in 1965 as a national monopoly under direct 

control of the central Government. The option of establishing several local water boards was 
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considered by the WHO, but one central authority was chosen with the argument that it would 

reduce overhead costs, such as spendings on offices, staff and risks for work duplication. The 

implications for management or user participation were not discussed at all but the governance 

model was merely motivated as a problem of reducing costs. The fact that management issues 

were not discussed in relation to the choice of organization must be interpreted as a result in 

itself; management concerns were not a main topic of interest at this time. Instead the WHO 

recommended expansions of man power and greater investments in infrastructure, in line with 

the contemporary gap analyses approach to development which was prevalent at an international 

level.   

 

Initially, the GWSC was a centralized organization in several meanings. It was responsible for all 

different steps in the water management chain, from bulk water treatment to distribution, tariff 

setting and billing. It was also in charge for both water and sewerage in urban as well as rural 

areas. Further on the GWSC board was closely connected to the governmental administration 

and the members of the board were to be chosen by the president himself. This must be seen as a 

consequence of the strong top-down culture of the Nkruma government which tended to 

concentrate power around the ruling CPP party and Nkruma as a person, but also as a 

consequence of contemporary development theories where the central government was 

considered the main actor. Further on the supply of water was not to be a profit making business 

although it was proposed that GWSC would cover the costs of its activities. The corporation was 

to be exempted from paying taxes which much be interpreted as a result of contextual factors in 

Ghana at this time 

 

During the days of “Rawlingism” and structural adjustment a large part of state owned enterprises 

and public utilities in Ghana were privatized. As for many other countries this did not happen in 

the water sector in Ghana. Nevertheless, several reforms were carried out with the intent of 

making the sector more efficient. Contemporary international trends of decentralisation and 

privatisation also had an impact in Ghana. In line with the international recommendations a 

couple of new agencies with more clearly defined responsibilities were also established during the 

1990´s (District Assemblies, CWSA, WRC, PURC, EPA). Rather than having all tasks 

centralized within one bureaucratic authority, the responsibilities of GWSC were gradually 

downsized and hived off to other institutions with beginning in the early 1990´s. This was also a 

way to prepare the sector for private sector involvement. The establishment of the PURC for 

example, must be seen as a result of international recommendations to encourage user 

participation or put in market terms – to meet the needs and demands of the customers. The 
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PURC would set the tariffs, thus pricing was not totally left to be set by the forces of demand and 

supply. The final establishment of GWCL was the last organisational step taken to prepare the 

sector for PSP.  

 

Plans on the leasing out of operation and management of Ghana’s urban water systems were not 

realized until 2001 when the first call for biddings on a lease contract was made. Like in 

international settings the PSP program for the water sector in Ghana seriously lagged behind 

privatizations efforts within other infrastructure services and public utilities such as for example 

telecommunications. Since discussions on PSP within the Ghanaian water sector were initiated in 

the early 1990´s the idea of PSP also changed quite radically along the way. The lease contract 

was partly addressed as a solution to the investment crises within WSS. After the renegotiation of 

the contract the idea was that PSP would primarily contribute with entrepreneurial and 

managerial skills.  

 

The initiative to introduce the PSP program within the Ghanaian water sector must be seen in 

the light of international trends towards increased private sector participation within WSS sectors. 

This was part of broader trends towards market based models for poverty reduction that became 

more prevalent during the 1980´s and 1990´s, triggered by policy recommendations from donors 

and international financial institutions. Going from a lease to a management contract though, 

was a shift in thinking about possible risks and gains from private sector involvement. It is also 

reflecting changing expectations about the abilities of the private sector. The change from a lease 

to a management contract has to be related to changes in the international investment climate 

which did not seem to favor private investments within utility services. But as important is public 

opinion and debate within as well as outside Ghana which made the restructuring secretariat 

more careful in what it did. In Ghana the PSP process developed into a highly political issue 

which was widely aired in public debate and in media. In Ghana the PSP efforts within the urban 

water sector has faced more resistance from the general public than it many other countries. As 

mentioned before, Ghana has a long history of foreign dependency, both in terms of foreign 

companies or donor agencies. Structural adjustment was also far reaching in the country and the 

Ghanaian population paid a high price in terms of a deterioration of social welfare and security 

systems during the ERP era. For these historical reasons there is a general lack of trust towards 

institutions such as the Worlds Bank among some segments of the Ghanaian population. 

Privatization of Ghana’s water in this context is seen as just another effort of foreign interest to 

make profit at the cost of Ghana’s population and the following reactions were strong.   
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As shown in the above a general trend that can be observed in the Ghanaian water administration 

is that responsibilities and power gradually has moved out from the state to other actors. 

Decentralization of responsibilities and the increased role of the private sector are two 

manifestations of this trend. Another one is the increasing role of the civil society as democratic 

forces have grown stronger in Ghana. This is manifested in the lively discussions surrounding the 

PSP process in urban water delivery. Regardless of whether one considers the National Coalition 

Against Privatization of Water as a representative of the general public or not it must nevertheless 

be stated that they had an impact on the process and the final result. The state can no longer 

pursue large political reforms without reactions from civil society.  

7.4 Areas of future research 
This study has mapped policy development within the WSS sector and linked the corresponding 

evolution of ideas to a wider historical context. However, many important questions remain 

unanswered. What has fallen beyond the scope of this study is a closer investigation of the actors 

involved during different time periods during the Ghanaian WSS sector development as well as 

their respective interests, arguments and motives. From this study it can be concluded that 

responsibilities have shifted within the water administration. But has this development been 

followed by new power relations?  

 

The coming doctoral thesis aims to further investigate and highlight the forces shaping the policy 

process and the institutional development within the sector at an actor level in Ghana. 

Here, I aim to look closer into the participatory aspects of the reform process during different 

time periods and how different stakeholders have framed the WSS issue. Who made the rules and 

for whom? How did time and context limit the choice of action during different time periods? 

And how does legacies from the past influence what is happening today?  
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