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“…IF WE STOP THINKING OF THE POOR AS 
VICTIMS OR AS A BURDEN AND START RECOGNIZING 
THEM AS RESILIENT AND CREATIVE ENTREPRENEURS  
AND VALUE-CONSCIOUS CONSUMERS, A WHOLE NEW 
WORLD OF OPPORTUNITY WILL OPEN UP.”
Prahalad, C.K. 

Professor and author of the concept of the Bottom of the Pyramid

“THE PEOPLE’S MOTIVATION AND THEIR ENTHUSIASM 
AT THE SIGHT OF WATER RISING FROM THE EARTH  

IS AN EXPERIENCE IMPOSSIBLE TO DESCRIBE.”
Boubacar Macina

Co-founder and Manager of 2AEP



A FEW PRELIMINARY 
CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE READER
The authors of this report refer to the concept 
of Base of the Pyramid (BoP) as defined in 
the seminal work of C.K. Prahalad in ‘The 
Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid’, which 
refers to the four billion poor who live on less 
than US$2 a day. However, poverty – and lack 
of access to safe water - is determined by 
many other factors other than income, such 
as access to and type of housing, legal status 
(or the lack thereof), and other region-specific. 

To assess the potential and scope of 
each solution reviewed in this report, the 
authors chose to categorize them along two 
dimensions: quality of raw water and density 
of population. There exists, clearly, other 
important factors to consider when assessing 
the local applicability of a solution, such as the 
availability of raw water. These other factors 
are described in the chapters that discuss 
the prerequisites to implementing each type 
of solution. 

The latest UNICEF and WHO research on 
access to water shows encouragingly that for 
about 90% of the 1.7 billion people living in 
developing countries who have access to piped 
water, water is safe. Today, utility operators – 
public or private – have proven it is possible 
to provide quality services in an affordable and 
sustainable manner in urban areas. Hence, 
this report does not specifically look at the 
innovations many of these operators are 
promoting, so that the remaining 10% without 
access to safe water can equally benefit.

For the other 300 million urban dwellers who 
do not have access to pipes, or protected 
sources (that deliver safe water), it appears 
that a key factor to drive network expansion 

is government support and will. When 
such support is present, both public and 
private utilities can expand water services 
significantly, including to the poor. Yet such 
examples take time to spread, especially in 
light of the urban migration challenges that 
will face the cities of Africa and Asia in the 
coming decades. Hence, the need to look at 
(sometimes temporary) alternatives that can 
alleviate the burden on these populations in 
the short-term. 

As for rural areas, existing solutions have 
proven it is possible to develop adapted, 
sustainable solutions for low-density, remote 
areas – including in areas experiencing heavy 
water pollution. However, the scaling-up of 
these initiatives requires more philanthropic 
support, as well as significant marketing 
innovation to boost penetration levels. 

Finally, the focus of this study is on safe water 
solutions only. However, we understand that 
similar solutions need to be explored in the 
field of sanitation. This is particularly true for 
cases where safe water access translates into 
bringing large quantities of water into homes, 
which need to be evacuated and treated. This 
aspect is essential in terms of health and 
hygiene outcomes.

Disclaimer

Hystra are the authors of this Report. 
The findings, interpretations, views and 
conclusions expressed herein are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the sponsors financing this work.



INTRODUCTION
Over the past five years, dozens of 
innovative, safe water solutions have gained 
increasing ground across the world: NGOs 
are setting-up enterprises manufacturing 
and offering low-cost, effective water 
filters; social entrepreneurs are managing 
networks of hundreds of mini-treatment 
plants in villages experiencing heavy water 
pollution; local  entrepreneurs are building 
networks of low-cost, stand-alone pipe 
networks in poor suburbs and towns; and 
both public and private utilities have proven 
it is possible to expand public water services 
to the poor peripheries of large cities. 
While some innovations were developed 
in collaboration with individual country 
authorities, many developed in areas not 
yet reached by public services.

What makes these projects distinctive 
is that they try to serve the Base of the 
Pyramid in a sustainable manner, by 
offering quality services at a price that the 
poor are willing and able to pay.

This Report is first meant as a testimony 
of the work of these innovators and 
entrepreneurs – their creativity, vision and 
energy. But it also analyses what works best, 
and where: it categorizes the most exciting 
solutions (e.g., water filters, treatment units, 
or small decentralized piped networks), and 
identifies which environments would be more 
appropriate to scale them up.  

Yet, while these innovations have already 
provided millions of poor people with access 
to safe water, they struggle to scale-up and 
reach the estimated two billion people who 
still do not have access to safe water today.

The Report aims to understand why, by 
analyzing the obstacles these projects face, 
suggesting strategies to help overcome 
them, and bring innovations to scale.

A major finding was that all the proposed 
strategies would require the creation of 
entire new industries, rather than the growth 
of a few organizations. Unprecedented 
collaboration is needed to make this 
happen: public authorities have to craft and 
implement effective water regulation, local 
entrepreneurs have to invest their time and 
energy into innovative products and services, 
philanthropists need to fund sector-wide 
initiatives, and large corporations must 
evolve new business models. None of them 
can succeed on their own. 

We hope this Report will contribute to 
making this vision a reality. 

We also want to thank the Consortium of 
public, philanthropic and private sponsors 
that made this work possible. Integrating 
their different perspectives has been critical 
in shaping recommendations that go beyond 
their playing field and to find solutions for 
the sector as a whole. 

Olivier Kayser 
Hystra
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THE ACCESS  
TO SAFE WATER  
CHALLENGE
Today, the world is on track to meet 
the Millennium Development Goal of 
halving the number of people without 
reasonable access to an improved water 
source1 by 2015. 

However an improved water source does 
not necessarily guarantee affordable 
access to safe water for the poor. Based 
on recent data from WHO and UNICEF, 
an estimated 2.1 billion poor people still 
lack access to safe water, including 900 
million who do not have access to an 
improved water source, and 1.2 billion 
who do have access to an improved 
water source, but where the water is 
not safe.2 

As a result, diarrhea remains widespread, 
causing around 2.4 million deaths every 
year, of which the majority are among 
children less than five years of age. 
Women are also particularly affected as 
they are typically the ones in charge of 
fetching and carrying water. 

Despite being under-serviced, the 
people at the Base of the Pyramid (BoP) 
generally pay more than those living at 
the top of the pyramid.3 For instance, 
in the slums of Jakarta people spend 
up to US$7.5/m3 for water sold by the 

local water vendors that serve their 
neighborhoods, while the official utility 
tariff is US$0.12/m3.4 In rural Cambodia, 
poor households spend up to US$180 
a year on fuel to boil water, while an 
upscale, quality-certified filter just as 
effective as boiling water - costs around 
US$40 to own on a annual basis.

Mainstream utility operators (publicly-
managed entities or private companies 
mandated and contracted by the public 
sector) already deliver piped water to  
1.7 billion people in developing countries; 
water which is safe in an estimated 
90% of the cases.5 Yet another 
300 million urban dwellers do not have 
access to pipes, or protected sources 
that deliver safe water. This worrying 
situation will intensify with the explosion 
of the urban population in Africa and 
Asia, which is expected to increase 
by almost 70% by 2030. Estimates 
predict there will be an additional  
1.7 billion people living in cities by 
2030, most of them poor. The bulk of 
this growth is likely to be concentrated 
in smaller cities and towns, whose 
capabilities for planning and delivery of 
public services will be stretched even 
further.

1 Improved water source is defined by the United Nations as 
types of water infrastructure that are more likely to provide 
safe water than unimproved ones. Improved sources include: 
household connections, public standpipes, boreholes, 
protected wells or springs, or rainwater collection systems.

2 To compute access to safe water, the Project Team took the 
total population without access to improved water sources, 
and added up those instances where an improved water 
source does not deliver safe water. The mean samples 

from a six-country survey show that 43% of protected dug 
wells provide safe water (range 19-56%), 63% of protected 
springs (range 43-82%), 69% of boreholes (range 39-99%), 
and 89% of pipes (range 39-99%). Assumptions based on 
data from WHO and UNICEF Joint Monitoring Program for 
Water Supply and Sanitation Rapid Assessment of Drinking-
Water Quality (in press).

3 The BoP refers, in this report, to those 4 billion people 
living on an annual per capita income less than US$3,000 

in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP). 3,000 PPP dollars 
corresponded, in nominal values, to US$3.2 a day in 
Brazil, US$2.1 in China, US$1.9 in Ghana, or US$1.6 in 
India, as of 2005.

4 See study on Suez Environnement/PALYJA in the ‘Case 
Study’ Chapter of the full Report.

5 According to data from WHO and UNICEF Joint Monitoring 
Program for Water Supply and Sanitation Rapid Assessment 
of Drinking-Water Quality (in press).
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ACCESS TO SAFE WATER 
FOR THE BASE  
OF THE PYRAMID

With the strong support and will of the 
government, utility operators – public and 
private – will continue expanding water 
services. Yet this takes time, and will 
require overcoming a number of obstacles. 
New approaches and resources will have 
to be found. 

Fortunately a number of alternatives have 
emerged that can sustainably alleviate 
the burden on these populations in the 
short-term, in both rural and urban 
areas. These alternatives are led by social 
entrepreneurs, NGOs and corporations, 
which are both socially-minded and, for the 
most part, economically sustainable. As a 
result, safe water access has dramatically 
improved for millions of poor people, while 
also being less dependent on subsidies 
and grants. Having considerably scaled-
up and accelerated (over the past 5-years 
in particular), such organizations complete 
and support the efforts of public authorities 
in their respective countries. 

This Report explores strategies to scale-up  
these solutions even further and faster. 

“A NUMBER OF ALTERNATIVES 
HAVE EMERGED THAT CAN 
SUSTAINABLY ALLEVIATE 
THE BURDEN ON POOR 
POPULATIONS IN THE SHORT-
TERM, BOTH IN RURAL AND 
URBAN AREAS.”
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ABOUT THIS REPORT 
This Report focuses on: 

•	 	Mapping	 and	 analyzing	 innovative	 enterprises	 and	 projects	 led	 by	 social	
entrepreneurs, NGOs and businesses that provide safe water to the poor in  
a sustainable and affordable manner

•	 Understanding	what	hinders	their	growth

•	 	Proposing	recommendations	for	the	public	sector,	philanthropic	and	commercial	
players, as to how they can help bring such innovations to scale.

To do so, the Hystra Project Team 
conducted an initial review of around 140 
safe water access projects across the 
world, and interviewed approximately 
110 entrepreneurs, development 
specialists and water experts. 15 of 
these projects were analyzed in depth6 
and in close collaboration with the 
teams leading them. 

Our final selection of projects is 
representative of a wide variety of 
solutions, each differing in terms 
of services provided, treatment 
effectiveness, technology and 
sustainability. However, all of them 
provide solutions that cost less than 
the recommended 4% of the average 
income of a poor family in the BoP 500-
1000 range. The chosen projects also 
illustrate how the private sector can 
be called upon by public authorities 
to help develop and operate public 
infrastructure, or how it develops freely 
in areas with limited or no public service.

6 These 15 case studies were short-listed based on i) size – i.e., 
they already worked at some scale; ii) representativeness of other 
successful projects in the same cluster; and iii) potential for further 
scale and replication in a sustainable manner.
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ACCESS TO SAFE WATER 
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-  Inter Aide / Baseda 
(Malawi): NGOs providing 
pump maintenance 
services and spare parts 
through networks of local 
entrepreneurs

-  PSI (Kenya): NGO 
organizing the distribution 
of chlorine products 
at a large scale using 
commercial and non profit 
distribution channels

OVERVIEW   OF  THE  15   PROJECTS   
SELECTED   FOR  ANALYSIS

-  Sénégalaise des Eaux 
(Senegal): Private utility 
using a Total Quality 
Management approach  
to provide quasi-universal 
service in large cities  
of the country

-  2AEP (Mali): Local 
enterprise auditing and 
supporting clusters of small, 
local water systems

-  Veolia / Redal and Amendis 
(Morocco): Private utility 
operators using innovative 
financing and outreach 
schemes to accelerate 
service coverage in the 
three urban centers of the 
concession

-  Antenna / Tinkisso (Guinea 
Conakry): Local NGO locally 
producing and distributing 
chlorine products in remote 
rural areas of Faranah region

-  AGUATUYA (Bolivia): 
Public-Private-Partnership 
installing mini-pipe networks 
in under-serviced suburbs 
of Cochabamba, managed 
directly by the communities
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ACCESS TO SAFE WATER 
FOR THE BASE  

OF THE PYRAMID

-  Naandi Water (India): Social 
enterprise installing and 
managing a large-scale 
network of mini-treatment 
plants in rural areas

-  Sarvajal (India): Social 
franchise for mini-treatment 
plant operators in rural areas

-  Healthpoint Services (India): 
Social enterprise building 
and operating a network of 
health centers, and selling 
treated water at in-house 
kiosks

-  Hindustan Unilever (India): 
Hindustan Lever-led pilots to 
increase market penetration 
of their water filters in rural 
India

-  Manila Water (Philippines): 
Private utility operator 
dramatically increasing 
service coverage in Manila 
slums thanks to the 
participation of communities

-  Balibago Waterworks 
System (Philippines): Local, 
mid-scale utility operator 
building and managing piped 
water networks in small 
cities across the country

-  Suez / PALYJA (Indonesia): 
Private utility operator 
proposing multiple and 
modular solutions for 
connecting poor and 
informal neighborhoods of 
Jakarta

-  Hydrologic (Cambodia): 
Social enterprise producing 
and distributing low-cost 
filters countrywide
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There are four distinct clusters of solutions,  
each appropriate for different environments.
While access to safe water is a universal need, there is a wide diversity of solutions 
that provide safe water. The appropriateness of each solution for areas with little 
or no access to safe water at an affordable price depends primarily on two factors:

•	 	The	population	density	–	the	more	dense	an	area,	the	more	economic	sense	it	
makes to invest in collective treatment and distribution infrastructure

•	 	The	level	of	pollution	in	the	water	–	the	more	polluted	the	water,	the	more	
expensive its treatment and the final price to the consumer; and the more 
discriminating people will be in choosing to use clean, expensive water for 
drinking purposes only.

Figure 1.  The scope of safe water solutions, in terms of appropriateness and 
cost-effectiveness7

NEW APPROACHES  
TO EXTENDING SAFE WATER 
ACCESS TO THE POOR

7 The Project Team has attempted to estimate the number 
of people that live in environments where a given type of 
solution is most relevant, namely “people in need”. This 
is different from the number of people that a particular 
solution could possibly reach (“people reached”), as the 

expected penetration (among people in need) varies by type 
of solution (e.g. 20% for Devices, Flasks & Tabs, 50% for 
Plants & Kiosks and 80% for Pipes & Taps). Sources: Team 
analysis; WHO/ UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for 
Water Supply and Sanitation; United Nations Environment 

Programme, Global Environmental Monitoring System/
Water Quality Monitoring System; Outside the Large Cities; 
The demographic importance of small urban centres and 
large villages in Africa, Asia and Latin America, IIED, 2006.
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ACCESS TO SAFE WATER 
FOR THE BASE  
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As a result, we have identified four different safe water solutions, or ‘clusters’:

Pumping & 
Harvesting

Installations to pump underground 
water or collect rain water: e.g., 
protected wells with pumps, rainwater 
harvesting cisterns.

Most effective in areas where raw water 
is basically clean and where population 
density is low. These solutions are 
promoted largely by government, 
donors and NGOs.

Devices, 
Flasks  
& Tabs

Consumable disinfectant products, 
mostly chlorine-based, distributed  
in liquid or tablet forms.

Durable filtration devices and 
filters, using different purification 
technologies.

Most appropriate and cost-effective 
solutions for populations in small 
villages, where water does not require 
complex treatment. They are promoted 
by both NGOs and commercial players, 
in areas with limited or no reliable 
public water service.

Plants & 
Kiosks

Mini-water-treatment stations: 
collective installations for more heavily 
polluted and/or brackish water, suitable 
for small towns and villages.

Most cost-effective in areas where 
water is brackish/heavily polluted, with 
a relatively high population (rural or 
urban). These solutions are promoted 
and operated by (social entrepreneurs), 
often in collaboration with local or 
regional authorities.

Pipes & 
Taps

Piped distribution networks: collective 
networks used to transport treated 
water to homes or public stand posts. 

This includes:

Most effective in areas with high 
population density.

•	 	Mainstream	utility	operators	(public	
or private operators mandated or 
contracted to serve large urban 
networks)

•	 	Achieve	significant	economies	 
of scale both in terms of treatment  
and distribution operations.

•	 	‘Mini-Utilities’:	small,	stand-alone	
piped networks reaching a few 
hundred or thousand families

•	 	Sustainable	and	affordable	in	
areas where water requires limited 
treatment (e.g., chlorination 
and filtration). While very small 
installations can be managed by 
informal entrepreneurs, larger 
operations are often mandated by 
local authorities.
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In addition to population density and pollution, these clusters differ on four other aspects: 

a)  Needs served and type of service rendered: Some of these solutions only address 
the ‘quality’ issue, i.e., they provide 4 liters of safe water a day per person. Others 
address both ‘quality’ and ‘quantity’, i.e., they provide over 40 liters of safe water a 
day per person. Furthermore, some of these solutions may be more convenient than 
others, e.g., whether water can be distributed at home or not. 

b)  Willingness to pay: As each solution provides a different product and service, 
households spend different amounts for water. The graph below shows that households 
are able and ready to spend on average US$0.30 cents per liter for small quantities 
of treated water picked up at the treatment kiosk, versus US$0.50 cents for small 
quantities delivered to the home, and only about US$0.04 cents per liter for large 
quantities of treated water available at the home tap. 

Figure 2.  Observed daily spend on safe water (price and quantity), in light of total 
monthly household water budget8 

8 Price points are defined on the basis of the lowest price 
points observed in the case studies, which would still allow for 
the financial viability of a safe water intervention. The budget 
iso-curves are computed on the basis of a set baseline. For 
instance, in the light blue curve, the baseline is the monthly 
amount spent on safe water by a household picking up water 

at a Kiosk (typically 4 liters per person per day, priced at  
US$ cents 0.3 per liter). This budget was kept constant, all 
along the curve, for any quantity-price combination. Therefore, 
if the same household would consume 60 liters per person 
per day, the price of water would need to be as low as  
US$ cents 0.02, to keep the budget at US$1.8. This figure 

can then be compared with the prices that poor households 
are  able and actually willing to pay for piped water solutions 
that provide 60 liters per day per person. Differences 
between the iso-budget curve and the reality show that 
households value each solution differently, and are ready to 
pay sometimes more (or less) than a theoretical budget limit.
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c)  Role of government and water authorities: The public sector, which has primary 
responsibility for ensuring safe water access to all, often shapes the degree and 
the type of involvement by private players. For instance, the Pipes & Taps Cluster 
falls directly under public mandate - water utilities are tasked by national and local 
authorities with operating public infrastructure. While water operators are mostly 
public in developing countries, government can call on private players to operate 
water networks (e.g., through delegated management contracts or Public Private 
Partnerships). In contrast, in the absence of public services provision, other clusters 
fall almost entirely to the private sector. This is the case for Devices, Flasks & Tabs, 
whereby commercial players and NGOs propose alternative water treatment products 
in areas not catered for by public water services. Finally, Kiosks and Pumps are often 
established by local communities, NGOs and entrepreneurs, but require support from 
public authorities to reach significant scale.

d)  The need for corresponding sanitation solutions: Utilities of any type that bring large 
quantities of water to the home tap, should also propose solutions for wastewater 
collection and treatment. Otherwise any potential benefits to public health will be 
compromised from the exposure of local communities to contaminated water.

As a result of these differences, each cluster is necessary, in the sense that each one is 
more appropriate for certain environments, and cannot be easily compared with other 
clusters in terms of feasibility, impact or cost-effectiveness. 

The authors of this report also acknowledge that in real life solutions may overlap 
temporarily to solve a particular situation – e.g., the presence of water filters in large 
cities, where the water network has to undergo important refurbishments in order to 
deliver safe water. Yet what the previous table shows is that in dense urban areas with 
major pollution problems, the most cost-effective way to ensure that everyone drinks 
safe water all the time, is to provide it at the tap after having treated it with appropriate 
technology in large upstream facilities.

It is also important to note that there exists—alongside issues of raw water quality and 
density of population—other important factors to consider when assessing the local 
compatibility of a solution, such as the availability of raw water. These other factors are 
outlined in the chapters which discuss the prerequisites to implementing a given solution.
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Proposed scaling-up strategies for each cluster
After reviewing the most promising innovations within each cluster, and 
identifying the obstacles they face, the Hystra Project Team established distinct 
recommendations to scale them up. 

In the Devices, Flasks & Tabs, Pumping & Harvesting, and Plants & Kiosks 
Clusters, the Hystra Project Team could identify successful individual projects, but 
the challenge is to develop—on that basis—entire industries of safe water goods 
and services that can reach out to poorer populations at an affordable price and 
offer a standardized level of quality. To reach that scale requires heavy investment 
in awareness and education campaigns on the need for safe water, while incubating 
a set of local enterprises that would copy the winning approaches for each cluster. 
Such efforts cannot be borne by private players alone, and should also be supported 
by philanthropic or public institutions. 

In the fourth cluster, Pipes & Taps, there already are a number of examples whereby 
utility operators (public or private) managed to expand and dramatically improve safe 
water provision for the BoP. These efforts could be accelerated by the emergence of 
a new type of hybrid water utility, which we name in the Report the ‘BoP Utility’. The 
Hystra Project Team believes that this enterprise could exclusively focus on serving 
populations at the periphery and slums of large cities, as well as in fast growing 
towns. For different reasons, such a utility could not be purely public or private, 
but rather requires a blend of both, in terms of both governance and financing.
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Devices 
Household water purifying filters 
that treat water at the point-of-use 
in small quantities

Most of the low-cost filters can only treat 
bacteriological contamination. Filters 
typically last 1-2 years, after which they 
require the replacement of the whole 
or part of the device. Some models last 
longer but instead require the filtering 
cartridge to be replaced more often. 
Devices typically include a storage 
container to ensure water remains safe 
until consumption. 

The Devices sector is dominated by 
commercial companies that focus on 
higher-income segments, in areas where 
the quality of water provided by public 
services is not reliable.

Successful projects that serve the poor 
are typically led by NGOs or Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts. These 
projects innovate on the marketing side, 
to improve adoption and regular use, and 
use alternative distribution channels to 
increase reach and penetration, notably 
in rural areas. The proactive management 
of these sales channels is crucial, as 

Devices require regular maintenance 
and replacement, which households 
may not comply with if not reminded 
regularly. Penetration is also accelerated 
by the availability of credit for the Device 
purchase. 

Two such projects are presented in this 
report: IDE/Hydrologic Ceramic Rabbit 
Filters (Cambodia) and Unilever Pureit 
Filters (India). The former is a social 
enterprise that has built up a countrywide 
operation to produce and distribute ceramic 
filters. The latter is an example of how a 
multinational company can adapt its 
products and operations to make it available 
and affordable in poor, rural areas.

Flasks & Tabs
Household water-treatment liquid 
or tablets, mostly chlorine-based, 
that are added to water at the point-
of-use

Most of these products treat for 
bacteriological contamination, while other 
more expensive products also reduce 
turbidity. These products are typically sold 
in doses that treat drinking water for a 
family for a period of one day to one month. 

‘Devices’ and ‘Flasks & Tabs’ Cluster
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Similar to Devices, this cluster is 
dominated by commercial institutions 
focused on higher income customers. 
BoP-focused projects are often initiated 
by NGOs or CSR departments of 
corporations. They mostly innovate on the 
technology side, allowing for low-cost, 
modular, decentralized manufacturing. 
These projects also manage to introduce 
an element of ‘push’ in their sales 
channel, ensuring daily usage and regular 
purchasing. This aspect is essential 
as many users think of chlorine as a 
chemical, ‘medicine-like’ product to add 
to water only when one is sick or weak, 
rather than an essential daily routine.

Two of these projects are presented in 
detail in this Report: Antenna/Tinkisso 
WATASOL (Guinea Conakry), and PSI 
WaterGuard/PUR/Aquatabs (Kenya). The 
former depicts an initiative that produces 
and promotes chlorine locally in rural 
Guinea Conakry. The latter is an example 
of a successful large-scale introduction 
and promotion of chlorine-based products 
at a national scale, thanks to intense social 
marketing campaigns. Both are run by 
NGOs which aim to use commercial-based 
approaches to achieve better sustainability 
of their activities.

Scale-up strategy

Devices and Flasks & Tabs are low-cost, 
effective solutions for a wide range of rural 
settings where water pollution is limited.

Devices and Flasks & Tabs solutions 
could serve over 1.3 billion people in need 
worldwide.9 If such products were made 
available extensively in these territories, 
they could possibly reach approximately 
20% of these people in need, possibly 
preventing 90-110,000 deaths and more 
than 3 million Disability-Adjusted Life 
Years (DALYs) every year.

Existing projects show that manufacturing 
and distributing Devices and Flasks & Tabs 
for the poor in a given country can present 
an attractive commercial opportunity for 
local entrepreneurs, provided financial and 
technical support is available in the start-
up phase.10 

The main barrier to scaling-up and 
replicating these pioneering enterprises, 
and ultimately serving more people, is that 
no single player wants to invest upfront in 
building nationwide demand for filters or 
chlorine. Firstly, the investment is too large 
for any small entrepreneur to bear, and 
secondly, it would not make commercial 
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sense to do so. Since the technology is 
basic and as there is little brand loyalty, it 
would equate to making a big investment 
that would profit their future competitors 
as much as themselves. Even NGOs active 
in this field are not attempting to spur the 
development of competitive industries, but 
rather stay focused on growing their own 
operations. As a result no-one is investing 
sufficiently in awareness campaigns on the 
importance of safe water and the need for 
home water treatment solutions.

Hence, there is a need for a philanthropic 
intervention to finance awareness and 
education campaigns on the need for 
safe water, and to facilitate the birth of 
sustainable local enterprises. Such an 
intervention would require a concerted 
effort from donors, investors and public 
authorities, and a considerable amount 
of financing.

According to estimates based on existing 
projects, the cost of social marketing 
campaigns and initial industry incubation 
efforts required for a hypothetical country 
of 30 million people would hover around 
US$24-26 million over a period of 5 years at 
least, and would mostly consist of grants. 
Based on case study penetration levels, it is 
estimated that 1.3-1.7 million people could 
actually be reached and benefit from this 
intervention in such a country.

Players and their roles  
in implementation

While local entrepreneurs have a key role to 
play in developing a thriving local industry 
for Devices, Flasks & Tabs, philanthropic 
and public entities are essential to laying 
the foundations for it.

Firstly, overall orchestration of this 
initiative and philanthropic funding would 
best come from a foundation or a donor 
focusing on private sector development. 
In addition, this organization would need 
strong local implementation partners 
to lead the education and awareness 
campaigns, as well as other industry 
incubation efforts, such as identifying and 
supporting the local entrepreneurs that 
would manufacture and distribute these 
products.

The public sector would also play a leading 
role in coordinating social marketing 
efforts, and setting quality standards for 
Devices, Flasks & Tabs, in order to control 
and limit the proliferation of fake or low-
quality products.

9 This includes the number of people in need who live in areas 
where raw water is in principle clean, but where a device or 
chlorination would provide an additional assurance of water 
safety until consumption. A more restrictive definition that 
only includes people in need living in areas where water is 

bacteriologically polluted would limit it to 740-830 million 
people in need worldwide.

10 According to estimates based on the case studies, 
an average enterprise serving sustainably 500k people 

would generate revenues of US$400 to 700k, and would 
require modest investments of approximately US$120k for 
Devices manufacturers and less than US$20k for a Flask 
& Tab enterprise.

“THERE IS A NEED FOR A 
PHILANTHROPIC INTERVENTION 

TO FINANCE AWARENESS AND 
EDUCATION CAMPAIGNS ON 

THE NEED FOR SAFE WATER, 
AND TO FACILITATE THE BIRTH 

OF SUSTAINABLE LOCAL 
ENTERPRISES.”
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‘Pumping & Harvesting’ 
Cluster
Installations for underground water 
extraction or rainwater collection

Pumping & Harvesting operations are 
typically small-scale installations for 
households or small villages. In the vast 
majority of cases, there is little or no water 
treatment attached to it, though the raw 
water sources can be protected from 
(bacteriological) contamination.11

Today hundreds of millions of people rely 
on manual pumps to access water. Many 
have been installed by governments and 
donors. Similarly, most large-scale water 
harvesting programs have been subsidized 
by the state.

Most of public or philanthropic funding 
goes to finance new installations, as 
opposed to maintaining existing ones. As a 
result, most pumps available in rural areas 
have been installed without a sustainable 
solution for maintenance and spare parts 
provision. In fact, of the 600-800,000 hand 
pumps installed in Sub-Saharan Africa 

over the past 20 years, an estimated 30% 
are not functional, resulting in a total failed 
investment of more than US$1 billion.12

The Hystra Project Team has therefore 
concentrated its analysis on those projects 
that successfully provide maintenance 
services for hand pumps at a large-
scale, and with minimum subsidies. Such 
projects typically manage to keep costs low 
by enrolling local, part-time mechanics 
and retailers, while the communities 
contribute a very small amount for the 
maintenance and repair services, as well 
as for the spare parts. In addition, these 
projects work with local authorities to 
map pump parks and convince local  
communities.

The project analyzed and presented in 
this report is the InterAide Maintenance 
System project (Malawi). It is run by two 
NGOs that aim at achieving sustainability 
of operations by using commercially-
based approaches to ensure large-
scale maintenance of pump parks, in 
collaboration with local authorities.

11 According to WHO and UNICEF 2008 Joint Monitoring 
Program for Water Supply and Sanitation Rapid Assessment 
of Drinking-Water Quality (in press)

12 Source: RWSN study on hand pump functionality for 20 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 2009 (http://www.rwsn.ch/
documentation/skatdocumentation.2009-07-27.8158674790/file)
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Scale-up strategy

Because protected manual pumps provide 
safer water than surface water, they are 
low-cost and effective solutions for a 
wide range of rural settings where water 
pollution is low.

Better functioning manual pumps could 
serve an estimated 570-650 million people13 
in need worldwide. If pumps were made 
functional in all these communities, it is 
estimated that about 80% of the people 
in need could potentially be reached,14 
preventing 150-190,000 deaths and about 
5.5-6 million DALYs every year.

Existing examples indicate that manual 
pump maintenance operations could be 
set up as sustainable, local enterprises, 
provided they benefit from financial and 
technical support in the start-up phase.15 

However, for these pump maintenance 
and spare part provision services 
to flourish and expand over time, a 
solution needs to be found to finance 
the systematic replacement of existing 
pumps when they reach end-of-life. 
Moreover public authorities need to be 
supportive in organizing and promoting 
such maintenance operators. 

The former issue is challenging given the 
lack of coordinated approach between 
entities that finance the installation of new 
pumps and the current focus on installing 
new pumps, rather maintaining and 
replacing existing ones. As a result, pump 
parks are heterogeneous, not mapped, and 
there are no coordinated plans to replace 
their pumps (and harmonize the pump park) 
in a phased manner on a given territory.

To solve these issues would take 
government support: it would require 
that public authorities issue competitive 
tenders to local maintenance operators 
for the coverage of a given territory over 
a specified period of time. It also requires 
public authorities to actively endorse and 
supervise such efforts with local user  
populations. Without this it will be difficult 
for the local operators to gain the trust and 
access they need among potential users. 

In addition, there is an opportunity for 
a philanthropic intervention that could 
contribute to setting up nationwide 
revolving funds, which would finance the 
phased replacement of pump parks. Seed 
money (mostly in grants) would also be 
needed for the set up and development 
of local pump maintenance operators 
(which should also replace pumps that 
reach end-of-life), and help them promote 
their services among future users. These 
operators could then become sustainable 
by offering their services to user 
communities. 

Implementing interventions like this would 
require a concerted effort from public 
authorities and donors, as well as grant 
financing, to ensure that the revolving 
fund keeps being supplemented to finance 
pump replacement after an initial wave of 
refurbishment.

13 This figure is based on the total number of people living 
in rural areas that have access to an improved (non-piped) 
water source (according to WHO/UNICEF data), and 
discounts it further for the instances where installations 

could be other than a manual pump (e.g., protected spring, 
rainwater collection). 

14 Based on penetration levels observed in case studies

15 An average enterprise could sustainably serve 1.6m 
beneficiaries, generating revenues of US$150-250k and 
requiring modest initial investments of US$30-40k (excluding 
the cost of the mapping of pump parks).
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Assuming there are 3-3.5 million actual 
pump users (out of which, some 2.5-3 
million users that could benefit from pump 
maintenance services) in a hypothetical 
country of 30 million people, the total 
amount needed to finance such an 
initiative would hover around US$11-12 
million, solely to purchase basic manual 
pumps and have them maintained over 
a period of 6 years. This amount would 
mostly consist of grants. 

Players and their role in 
implementation

Overall orchestration of this initiative 
and philanthropic funding would best 
come from a foundation or a donor 
focusing on private sector development. 
In addition, it would need strong local 
implementation partners to lead the 
industry incubation initiative (through a 5 
year program identifying and supporting 
local entrepreneurs) and manage the set 
up and disbursement of the revolving fund.

Furthermore, and as mentioned above, 
public water authorities have a critical role 
to play in overseeing the revolving fund and 
promoting the birth of a local maintenance 
operators’ industry.

“EXISTING EXAMPLES 
INDICATE THAT MANUAL 
PUMP MAINTENANCE 
OPERATIONS COULD BE SET 
UP AS SUSTAINABLE, LOCAL 
ENTERPRISES, PROVIDED  
THEY BENEFIT FROM FINANCIAL 
AND TECHNICAL SUPPORT IN 
THE START-UP PHASE.”
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‘Plants & Kiosks’ Cluster
Mini-treatment plants for highly 
polluted and/or brackish water

Plants & Kiosks sell treated water to 
users at the plant. In some instances, 
they also offer a home delivery service 
in containers. While most appropriate 
for large villages, they should also be 
considered as a temporary alternative for 
larger city’s under-serviced suburbs that 
are experiencing heavy water pollution.

Mini-water-treatment units today offer 
safe water to thousands of villages and 
small towns that experience significant 
water quality problems. Rapidly spreading 
in a few Indian states, they are now being 
selectively piloted in both Africa and South 
East Asia. 

The Plants & Kiosks sector is still lightly 
regulated, even in India where local 
governments promote them by issuing 
public tenders for Build-Operate-Transfer 
(BOT) contracts. In the remaining cases, 
kiosks are owned and operated by local 
entrepreneurs or handed over to local 
communities (when the infrastructure had 
previously been financed by donors). 

This cluster has seen a number of 
important innovations over the years. 
These include: technological advances that 
brought the cost of filtering membranes 
significantly down; introduction of 
e-monitoring devices to rationalize 
maintenance services; effective  education 
programs and promotional techniques; 
billing schemes to drive regular purchase 
of treated water; and aseptic bottling 
processes to limit water re-contamination 
until use. 

In this cluster, three projects were 
analyzed in depth: Naandi Community 
Safe Water Services (India), Sarvajal 
Reverse Osmosis Franchise (India), and 
Health Services India E-Health Points 
(India). These projects are each run by 
social enterprises, which often rely on 
grants to build large-scale sustainable 
operations. In some cases, they operate 
under the mandate of regional authorities. 
In others, they establish close links with 
local authorities and communities.
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Scale-up strategy

Plants & Kiosks are important community-
based solutions, because they are the only 
low-cost alternative that provide safe water 
access to people whose water source is 
highly polluted and/or brackish. Though 
anecdotal, there is already widespread 
evidence of improved health outcomes 
among user communities. 

Plants & Kiosks could be appropriate 
solutions for 44 to 50 million16 people 
in need worldwide. Given penetration 
levels of today’s kiosks, one can estimate 
that around half of these potential users 
would adopt kiosk services, possibly saving 
about 11 to 13,000 lives and between 350 
to 450,000 DALYs each year.

Encouragingly, existing examples also 
indicate that operating a small kiosk can 
be an attractive business for a village-level 
entrepreneur. The average kiosk operator 
could sustainably serve 1,000-1,500 
beneficiaries, generating US$5-6,000 in 
annual revenues, while being able to repay 
the loans required to finance a US$3-4,000 
capital investment.

However, as some Plants & Kiosk 
networks reach significant scale, they 
struggle with a number of issues:

•	 	Fully-owned	 networks	 that	 rely	 on	
subsidies struggle to raise funds to 
cover the initial capital expenditure 
investment (and often the overhead 
costs of the organization). They also 
find it challenging to monitor their 
employees in hundreds of hard-to-
reach locations.

•	 	Franchising	models	struggle	to	retain	
their best local operators. These quickly 
realize they could make more money by 
setting up their own kiosk.

•	 	As	the	industry	is	relatively	new,	there	
are not yet clear quality standards. 
As a result, there are more and more 
small independent operators that 
compete on price but are unable to 
guarantee consistent water quality. This 
represents an increasing health risk for 
users and threatens the reputation of 
the industry as a whole.

Hence, there is an opportunity to rethink 
the structure of the Plants & Kiosks 
sector, to enable it to reach further scale. 
Roles could be re-defined as follows:

a)  Public authorities set and enforce 
strict quality standards for drinking 
water quality (which are not exclusively 
targeted at water kiosks or rural 
areas). It would also be necessary 
to develop licensing requirements 
for kiosk operators. The auditing of 
these standards can be outsourced to 
players that would bid for portions of 
the territory.

b)  Kiosks should be owned and operated 
by village-level entrepreneurs, as this 
represents an attractive business 
opportunity for them. They are 
motivated to increase the penetration 
of their services among their fellow 
villagers. Loan financing for these 
entrepreneurs should ideally be 
provided through local banks.

16 This figure includes people in need living in semi-rural areas, as well as those living in 
highly polluted urban areas where public utilities fail to deliver safe water. If considered 
for semi-rural areas only, it would only cover 9 million people in need.
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c)  Sector-wide support platforms should 
be set up that will facilitate and 
accelerate the dissemination of kiosks. 
These platforms would provide, for a 
fee, a number of services to the local 
kiosk operators, including:

-  Start-up support: training and 
licensing (if required by law), 
equipment sourcing, marketing 
support, and possible channeling of 
loan financing.

-  Continued support: such as 
maintenance support, and auditing 
of the kiosks’ operations on behalf of 
the authorities (out of the public bid 
contracts mentioned above).

  These platforms would function like 
social businesses (i.e. all proceeds are 
reinvested into growth. 

Implementing this sector-wide 
transformation would require a concerted 
effort from public authorities and civil 
society to evolve the regulatory framework, 
as well as set up and fund support 
platforms for the kiosks, and provide loans 
to local kiosk operators. 

The total investment required would be 
relatively modest, given that kiosks are 
financially sustainable businesses for 
village-level entrepreneurs, requiring 
little upfront investment, and that we are 
proposing a model of industry platform that 
is operated as a social enterprise. On the 
basis of best practices observed in the case 
studies, an estimated US$1.5-1.7 million 
would be needed to gradually promote and 
build this industry across a hypothetical 
country of 30 million people, over a period 
of 5 years (out of which two-thirds in grants, 
and the rest in equity and loan). 

It is also important to note that Plants & 
Kiosks are most effective in highly polluted 
areas that cannot be connected to piped-
water networks. It would therefore be 
appropriate to prioritize their expansion 
in countries such as India, where 
problems of brackish water infiltration are 
concentrated geographically.

By contrast, in a hypothetical country of 
30 million people not experiencing heavy 
pollution, as little as 240-280,000 poor 
people would be in need of kiosk services. 
It is estimated that only about half of those 
would adopt kiosk services.

In addition, to further increase the 
health impact of kiosk services requires 
achieving penetration levels beyond the 
50% average observed today in mature 
operations. A way to do this would be to 
increase service value and offer piped 
water delivery: users could have water at 
the tap, rather than go and pick up their 
daily container at the kiosk. However, 
despite significant advances in technology 
and operational effectiveness, there is no 
large-scale proven model that combines 
a kiosk with a piped-water network at a 
price that is sufficiently low for the BoP 
(still allowing recovering for investment 
and operational costs without any major 
form of subsidies). It is therefore critical to 
stimulate innovation in this field.
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Players and their role in 
implementation

Overall orchestration of this initiative 
would best come from a CSR department 
of a large corporation or a social impact 
fund. Such players would be able to offer 
both philanthropic and business support, 
and achieve high social impact with 
relatively low financial investment.

In addition, this player would need to 
have local presence or hire a strong local 
partner to manage the program. In either 
case, the support platforms would be set 
up in partnership with, or by hiring local 
entrepreneurs, with a view to transfer 
the platforms to the entrepreneurs in the 
mid-term. 

The CSR unit or social impact fund should 
ideally provide all the grant and equity 
required to set up the support platform. 
Loan packages for the local kiosk 
operators would however be best provided 
by local banks (to minimize currency 
risk), with a guarantee from a donor or 
development agency to facilitate access 
and availability for small entrepreneurs.

Public authorities also have a central role 
to play in professionalizing this nascent 
industry, by establishing an appropriate 
regulatory framework and quality standards.

“PLANTS & KIOSKS ARE 
IMPORTANT COMMUNITY-

BASED SOLUTIONS, BECAUSE 
THEY ARE THE ONLY LOW-
COST ALTERNATIVE THAT 

PROVIDE SAFE WATER 
ACCESS TO PEOPLE 

WHOSE WATER SOURCE IS 
HIGHLY POLLUTED AND/OR 

BRACKISH.”
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‘Pipes & Taps’ Cluster
Piped-water networks that 
distribute treated water up to home 
connections, collective meters, or 
to stand posts, managed by utility 
companies or local operators

In this Report, we broadly distinguish 
between:

a)  Mainstream utility operators (publicly-
managed entities or private companies 
mandated by public authorities; and

b)  ‘Mini-Utilities’, which are stand-alone, 
modular, low-cost smaller networks 
that can be fed either by a local source 
of water, or connected to the main 
water supply, and which distribute 
water to largely private connections.17

In this cluster more than in others, public 
authorities play a central role in organizing 
and regulating water provision. This makes 
comparison between utilities difficult, 
without putting them into the regulatory 
and contractual context they operate within. 

Some mainstream utility operators (public 
and private) have been successful in 
improving service and water quality, and in 

expanding their network to users in slums 
and suburbs. These utilities have innovated 
in terms of community outreach and 
mobilization (e.g., by involving communities 
in the realization of infrastructure works), 
innovative technology (e.g., the installation 
of automated stand posts), billing and 
collection (that facilitate payment for 
communities in informal areas), as well 
as financing of new social connections 
(e.g., revolving funds, credit facilities for 
households).

‘Mini-Utilities’, run by local entrepreneurs, 
have also flourished in urban and 
semi-urban areas not yet sufficiently 
or appropriately serviced by the main 
operator. These entrepreneurs managed 
to significantly lower infrastructure 
costs, notably thanks to technical 
innovations. Many of them have strong 
community support, and offer services 
tailored to their users’ needs (e.g., 
offering daily billing to users not able 
to spend large amounts on a monthly 
basis, or water delivery by flexible hose 
for households not able to afford a 
permanent connection). However, to 
maintain low prices, these ‘Mini-Utilities’ 
only perform basic water treatment, 

17 In this Report, we differentiate those mini utilities from 
small water networks, such as the ones that can be found in 
many parts of Africa, which consist of a borehole, pumping 

station, water tank, and which pipe water to collective stand 
posts mostly.



22

ACCESS TO SAFE WATER 
FOR THE BASE  
OF THE PYRAMID

such as chlorination and filtration,  
and would not be appropriate in areas 
experiencing heavy water pollution. 
Similarly, these installations often do not 
offer wastewater solutions, relying instead 
on municipal infrastructure.

In this cluster, the experiences of four 
large utility operators were analyzed in 
depth: Manila Water Corporation (Manila), 
Sénégalaise des Eaux – SDE (largest cities 
in Senegal), SUEZ Environnement PALYJA 
Water for All program (Jakarta), and 
Veolia Environnement Social Connection 
Program (three cities, Morocco). All of 
these examples illustrate how public 
authorities can call on private players 
to significantly improve operations and 
coverage, including among the poorer 
populations. In addition, three other ‘Mini-
Utility’ projects are analyzed in the report: 
AGUATUYA Agua para Todos (Cochabamba, 
Bolivia), Balibago Waterworks System 
(Balibago and other areas around Manila), 
and 2AEP (rural Mali). These projects, run 
by private companies and a foundation, are 
examples of local players working together 
with public authorities to support smaller 
municipalities’ water provision.

Scale-up strategy

Today, for the 450-520 million poor living in 
slums and rapidly growing towns, who do 
not have permanent access to safe water, 
extension of piped water networks, and in 
particular home connections, represent 
the most cost-effective and convenient 
alternative to water trucks, vendors, and 
long queues at stand posts. Expanding 
water networks in these areas would allow 
reaching out to an estimated 80% of people 
in need (according to case study estimates), 
and potentially saving 100,000 lives and 
over 3 million DALYs every year.

This half a billion people will likely almost 
double over the next 20 years, as urban 
population is expected to rise by almost 
70% in Africa and Asia.

This upcoming crisis presents a formidable 
challenge for public authorities, which 
have a mandate to provide these growing 
populations with adequate access to safe 
water.

While a number of public and private 
utilities have proven that it is possible to 
sustainably expand their services (through 
individual connections, stand posts and 
other arrangements) to poor urban areas, 
this takes time (typically 20 to 30 years) and 
requires overcoming a number of obstacles:

•	 	Lack	of	solutions	 (and	financing)	 for	
wastewater collection and treatment 
in new, informal areas where the water 
network has been extended and users 
start consuming larger quantities of 
water. Technical constraints are more 
complex and costs are much higher for 
sanitation, than for water.
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•	 	Administrative	hurdles:	utilities	–	public	
and private – need to follow a number of 
administrative requirements related to 
property titles and urban development. 
Typically, applications for a home water 
connection need to be accompanied by 
a proof of house ownership or legal 
residency, automatically disqualifying 
populations living in informal areas. 
In those territories, stand posts, water 
tankers and water resellers often 
remain the only options.

•	 	Most	 contractual	 and	 regulatory	
frameworks in place for water operators 
do not provide sufficient incentives to 
serve the rapidly growing number of 
poor residents and city newcomers: 
most contracts are structured in 
such a way that it forces operators 
to finance network extensions to the 
poorer neighborhoods through cross-
subsidies with the richer segments. As 
a result, the more a utility expands into 
peripheral and poorer areas, the more 
difficult it is for it to maintain a sound 
economic balance. 

•	 	The	political	 and	social	 instability	 of	
informal, poor areas often heightens the 
technical difficulties that underpin large 
infrastructure works in these zones. 

•	 	Successfully	serving	BoP	users	requires	
developing very specific technical, 
societal, operational and marketing 
expertise, and mobilizing dedicated 
financial and human resources. Such 
expertise is difficult to consolidate 
within mainstream utilities, be they 
public or private, without dedicated 
structures and processes in place.

The magnitude of the challenge will 
force public authorities to think beyond 
existing solutions and imagine new 
ways of harnessing the capabilities and 
resources of civil society, aid agencies, 
local entrepreneurs and international 
industry players. 

To achieve this, a source of inspiration 
could come from small, local utility 
players such as Balibago and IWADCO, 
which are sustainably serving large 
numbers of low-income populations in 
previously under-serviced areas, through 
a consolidated cluster of smaller piped 
networks, established through contractual 
agreements with the local communities 
and authorities.

The most interesting features of such 
players are summarized below: 

•	 	No	need	for	the	operator	to	manage	
cross-subsidies: each piped network 
is conceived as a standalone business, 
tailored to the situation of each 
municipality or neighborhood authority.

•	 	Centralized	management	and	strong	
capabilities: because they are organized 
in clusters, these operators can 
centralize key processes and develop 
a strong level of professionalism. As 
a result, they are able to offer a whole 
set of services to any municipality 
or neighborhood, ranging from 
refurbishing an existing network, to 
installing a new one, or simply taking 
on the operations in an area where 
public authorities do not have yet the 
capabilities to run the infrastructure. 
Given their size, they can also set up 
central, advanced maintenance and 
engineering teams.
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•	 	Well	anchored	in	the	local	community:	
while many processes are centralized, 
each network is run by a local team. 
Belonging to the communities they 
serve, these teams know the users, and 
are often able to better respond to their 
needs (e.g., by providing payment or 
credit terms adapted to an individual’s 
ability to pay).

•	 	BoP-focused:	 given	 their	 proximity	
with their users and their focus on 
BoP and under-serviced populations, 
they develop innovative solutions better 
adapted to their needs.

•	 	Speed	in	serving	populations	that	would	
otherwise remain under-serviced 
in the mid-term: because they are 
decentralized, such networks can be set 
up directly where needs are greatest. 
Once the main network finally reaches 
these areas, these networks present the 
advantage of being sufficiently modular 
to be directly connected to the main 
water supply at once.

•	 	Sustainable	 operations,	 given	 the	
availability of patient capital: these 
operators are local, medium-sized 
businesses typically serving a few 
hundred thousand users. While they are 
sustainable they require patient equity 
capital. Extrapolating from case study 
data, an average operator of around 60 
mini-networks serving almost 500,000 
users in total, would require a capital 
investment of US$8-10 million (to finance 
new water infrastructure development 
only), generating US$3-4 million annual 
revenues after more than five years of 
operation. In addition, subsidies and 
soft loans may be required for very low 
income users who cannot afford the 
full connection cost, or who need time 
to repay their connection. According to 

initial estimates, about five such utilities 
would be needed in a hypothetical 
country of around 30 million inhabitants, 
to offer piped water to the 2.3-2.5 million 
urban dwellers without safe water 
access, and effectively reaching out to a 
possible 1.8-2 million of them. 

Of course, Filipino companies like 
Balibago and IWADCO, have flourished 
due to a specific regulatory environment. 
While being a source of inspiration, their 
solutions need to be adapted to suit a 
broader set of geographical, demographic, 
regulatory and political environments. 
Furthermore, solutions must be found to 
offer wastewater management services 
each time a new water network is 
installed, which brings large quantities of 
water into homes. 

But these examples could form the core 
of alternative approaches that could 
complement and hereby accelerate the 
efforts undertaken by a number of private 
and public utilities to sustainably expand 
water services to the BoP. The Hystra 
Project Team believes that their most 
innovative aspects could be captured 
and formalized through the creation of a 
new type of mid-sized ‘BoP Utility’, which 
would:

a)  Focus and specialize in providing safe 
piped-water to poor households, which 
the main utility operators are not able 
to reach in the medium-term: in this 
sense, it should complement the work 
of the main utility operators, rather 
than compete with it. 

b)  Seek supportive political and 
regulatory environment, necessary for 
connecting families living in informal 
neighborhoods (especially those which 
lack the property titles necessary to 
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apply for a home connection). Similarly, 
the a tariff policy and contractual 
framework would have to be structured 
in a way that incentivizes the ‘BoP 
Utility’ to expand its services to the most 
difficult and costly areas as well.

c)  Set up ‘hybrid’ governance and 
performance indicators: the dual social 
and commercial nature of this new ‘BoP 
Utility’ should be reflected across its 
functions. For instance, the Executive 
Board should also include public sector 
and donor representatives to help 
strike the right balance between its 
objectives towards providing universal 
public service and economic viability. 
The success of this utility would also 
be measured through hybrid key 
performance indicators that track 
financial viability, as well as health 
outcomes.

d)  Develop a BoP-adapted operating 
model. Such a model requires a ‘rethink’ 
of the mainstream utility paradigm, in 
that it would be based on consolidated 
clusters of independent, and versatile, 
small modular networks. It would also 
require low operational costs, dedicated 
teams with distinct approaches to 
infrastructure development and service 
delivery.

e)  Tap into social investment capital: until 
now, raising funds for water utilities 
has been difficult. Public and donor 
money has been limited, while private 
investors see little appeal in it, given 
the low returns and high risk involved 
in such businesses. By contrast, a 
‘BoP Utility’ has the potential to raise 
significant amounts among social 
impact investors, i.e., investors that are 
ready to forego some financial return, if 
social impact is high.

f)  Continue evolving low-cost technology: 
until now, smaller decentralized piped 
networks do not propose sophisticated 
water treatment technology or 
wastewater solutions, without bringing 
costs up significantly. Technological 
advances are needed to make this 
possible. 

“A SOURCE OF INSPIRATION 
COULD COME FROM SMALL, 

LOCAL UTILITY PLAYERS SUCH 
AS BALIBAGO AND IWADCO, 

WHICH ARE SUSTAINABLY 
SERVING LARGE NUMBERS OF 

LOW-INCOME POPULATIONS 
IN PREVIOUSLY UNDER-

SERVICED AREAS, THROUGH A 
CONSOLIDATED CLUSTER OF 

SMALLER PIPED NETWORKS.”
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Players and their role in 
implementation

The emergence of this ‘BoP Utility’ would 
require the cooperation of three essential 
players:

a)  The public water authority: its role 
would be to identify under-serviced 
territories, issue tenders to build, 
develop or manage water infrastructure 
in given perimeters, and to adapt the 
regulatory framework (in order to 
facilitate home connections in informal 
neighborhoods). This authority would 
also be in charge of overseeing 
and coordinating overall contract 
implementation by the ‘BoP Utility’, as 
well as between the ‘BoP Utility’ and the 
main water utility.

b)  The ‘BoP Utility’: a medium-scale water 
utility whose mandate will be to build, 
refurbish, expand and operate clusters 
of water networks in under-serviced 
urban and semi-urban areas. Such a 
utility could develop as a spin-off of an 
existing large utility player. It could also 
be set up by a local conglomerate active 
in infrastructure works that acquires 
existing, small utility players, such as 
Balibago in the Philippines.

c)  The Investors: patient capital is 
required to finance new infrastructure 
developments. Soft loans will be 
required to offer credit to low-income 
households that need time to repay 
their connection. Finally, grant capital 
is also required to subsidize the 
connections of very low-income users. 
The financing could be provided by 
impact investment funds and investors, 
or by a development agency and its 
development finance institution. 
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To bring these innovations to scale, hybrid partnerships, 
financing and strategies are needed. 
Over the past five years, social entrepreneurs, NGOs, corporations have 
implemented alternative and innovative approaches to provide safe water to millions 
of poor people in ways that are (for the most part) economically sustainable. 

Were these innovative approaches  scaled-up in every developing country to reach 
full potential, they could effectively reach approximately 950-1100 million people 
in need, i.e. around 50% of today’s total poor population without access to safe 
water. This in turn translates into an estimated potential 300-350,000 lives saved 
every year by averting deaths due to diarrhea and lack of safe water. In addition to 
impacting people’s lives, these initiatives would create employment and business 
opportunities for thousands of local entrepreneurs and companies. 

Significant funding will be required to make this happen. Extrapolating from 
case study data, the Hystra Project Team estimates that over US$15 billion will 
be needed to accelerate the development of BoP-focused safe water industries 
across all clusters. About one third of this amount would come from grants, while 
the rest would consist of loan and equity financing. Similarly, considerable financial 
innovation will be needed to create the right incentives for more corporates and 
investors to come in.

Given the size and complexity of the problems there is a need for unprecedented 
collaboration between public, non-profit and private players, so that solutions are 
made available to all, where and as needed:

a)  Public authorities (whose responsibility is to guarantee universal public services) 
will need to facilitate the work of these new hybrid players who seek to solve the 
safe water access issue while not becoming dependent on grants and subsidies. 
For instance, public authorities could engage utilities in developing public water 
infrastructure specifically for the BoP, or by regulating quality standards for water 
kiosk services. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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b)  Not-for-profit institutions will be critical in helping to harness the power of 
commercial players by contributing to industry building efforts, and establishing 
industry support platforms, while actively steering the governance of corporations 
working for the BoP. In addition, grant money and patient capital will be necessary 
to launch many of the proposed initiatives and attract further commercial capital 
for the proposed scale-up strategies. This is true, for instance, in the Devices, 
Flasks & Tabs Cluster, where grants are needed to finance education campaigns 
and incubate local enterprises in the Pipes & Taps Cluster, where subsidies will 
be needed to connect the poorest populations; and in the Pumping & Harvesting 
Cluster, where donors will need to jump in to refurbish entire pump parks.

  Finally, public and not-for-profit institutions will be instrumental to keeping 
health outcomes at the heart of these initiatives. They can do so by: 

•	 	Taking	the	lead	in	measuring	and	publicizing	the	number	of	actual	deaths	or	
DALYs averted by these interventions

•	 	Bringing	in	players	from	other	intervention	areas	such	as	sanitation,	hygiene,	
education and health, with a view to increase the effectiveness of water 
programs.
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Breakthrough innovations in marketing, technology and 
wastewater management are required to go beyond the 
limitations of existing solutions
While recommended scale-up strategies could bring safe water to millions, 
they suffer from specific limitations. To overcome these limitations, two types of 
innovations are required:

a) High impact social marketing campaigns: 

  In Devices, Flasks & Tabs and to some extent, Plants & Kiosks, existing solutions 
struggle to achieve more than 20% to 50% penetration levels respectively in the 
user communities. This can be partly explained by the fact that current marketing 
and user education strategies often fail to drive lasting behavior change.

  For those clusters of solutions which revolve around individual routines and 
regular decisions about purchase and use of safe water products, we need to 
continue investing in research that investigates the actual impact of various 
marketing techniques, which motivate individuals and communities to shift 
sustainably and consistently towards further adoption of safe water practices and 
products. We also need to better understand how user education on safe water 
practices could be effectively coupled with hygiene and sanitation messages. 
This development could be encouraged through ‘challenge competitions’ that 
reward social marketing techniques which result in lasting behavior change.

b)  Low-cost treatment technology, and integrated wastewater systems for smaller 
communities: 

  Today, hundreds of thousands of households are reluctant to buy and pick up 
safe water every day from a water kiosk. However, experience shows that having 
large quantities of safe water available at the tap is the service that people value 
most (and are therefore most willing to pay for). Yet despite significant advances 
in technology and operational effectiveness, there is no large-scale proven model 
that combines a kiosk with a piped-water network at a price that is sufficiently 
low for the BoP (while still allowing for recovery of investment and operational 
costs without any major form of subsidies). It is therefore critical to stimulate 
innovation in this field. Similarly, more needs to be done to explore how existing 
small wastewater systems could be integrated at a low cost with decentralized 
water networks in small towns, to treat large quantities of wastewater. 

CONCLUSIONS
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