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1.
Introduction

Local Authorities are the most decentralized representative governance structures that have responsibility for providing basic services. With increasing decentralisation they have been charged with greater responsibilities yet are often widely varying in competence, experience and capacity. Their effectiveness influences development, poverty, environment and health yet they remain one of the most challenging institutions to reach with development assistance. Large towns and cities receive much attention because of their size but local authorities managing small towns and rural communities are scattered, often remote, and with poor communication. 

Small towns also suffer from the effects of their size and economy on the ability to deliver services being characterised by unstable population, small revenue base and limited capacity for development and maintenance of services. They may be found as satellite towns to large cities or as yet un-incorporated urban areas housing a majority of the poor and disadvantaged. They may also be found as illegal settlements around large cities and falling under the responsibility of a rural Local Authority. As a result their structure, capacity and oversight by national authorities may not receive adequate attention or priority. This discussion of capacity building for water and sanitation services will focus on the local authorities responsible for service provision in small towns.

National policies of decentralisation to local authorities have often not been backed up with adequate capacity development and resources to support the new responsibilities that include many roles including provision of water and sanitation services. Local Authorities have diverse roles in water management particularly now that sustainable management of water resources is becoming a priority development issue. Not only are they expected to provide or facilitate water and sanitation services but also they are increasingly being called upon to address protection of water resources to improve environmental sustainability and use participatory approaches to maximise stakeholder inputs to management decisions. Local authorities have roles in river basin water management agencies both as users and as community representatives and will be expected to endorse regulatory approaches that support sustainable management of water resources, including environmental and ecosystem protection.

Whilst the local authority has the responsibility to ensure that the population have access to basic services there are many different modalities, including private sector participation, by which these services may be delivered and managed. The capacity of local authorities of small towns and their supporting partners to undertake and satisfactorily perform these tasks is the focus of this paper which is structured around the following key areas:

· The need for capacity building, drawing together a few findings regarding the lack of capacity to deliver sustainable water and sanitation services;

· Strategic planning for water and sanitation services;

· Access to knowledge about how to implement and manage water and sanitation services;

· Capacity within utilities and local authorities; and

· Supporting structures and systems for small town water and sanitation services.

These are examined from the perspective of ensuring the capacity for the sustained delivery of water and sanitation services.

2.
The need for capacity building

The populations lacking access to safe water and adequate sanitation services in small towns are often the poor, the disadvantaged and the informally settled. Water supply and sanitation service solutions for these communities are usually small scale, cover a wide range of technology and management systems and place a large demand for technical and managerial skills on the local authority. The range of skills necessary for managing small scale solutions, community managed options in poor communities is wide and rarely seems to be recognised in the staffing or structure of small town local authorities. The Water Utility Partnership (2003) found that inadequate or inappropriate human resource capacity in both the utility and local authorities has contributed to low prioritization and limited knowledge of the issues involved in service delivery to low-income households.
Looking at small towns and rural areas Katz & Sara (1997) found that effective response to demand for water services should include procedures for an adequate flow of information to households, provisions for capacity-building at all levels, and a re-orientation of supply agencies to allow consumer demand to guide investment programs. The study also found that the existence of a formal community organization to manage the water system and provision of training in operations and maintenance are significant factors in ensuring water system sustainability.

A combination of poor planning and design, poor operation and inadequate maintenance means that the services that do exist are often of poor quality. Local sanitation problems are often solved at the expense of the wider environment as untreated wastes pollute groundwater and surface waters (Tayler, 2003). Past efforts sometimes characterised by ambitious master plans have often given only lip-service to capacity building, often as one off interventions, focussing on the development stage with inadequate support to the operation and maintenance phase. But there are many recognised good practices which are as yet inadequately absorbed into the practices of local government. The obvious conclusion is that the inadequate and short term capacity building interventions should be replaced by a long term view of capacity development which takes place over a period of time and anchored or institutionalised in competent local capacity building institutions. 

Compounding this multidisciplinary and managerial complexity of solutions for small town water and sanitation services is the reality of the fragile manpower position of local authorities for small towns where there may be only a very small engineering or works department with limited or no planning and management experience and no dedicated structures to address water and sanitation. Poor schooling and other services do not attract the right calibre of staff to small towns and there is limited access to in-service training.

There is a lack of demand for specific action, despite that lack of capacity comes up among the top three or four issues at most water conferences. What are the reasons for this? Some of the reasons put forward include the poor quality of existing training and the greater attention given to length of service rather than competence when considering promotion (Tayler et al, 2003). Others may involve the difficulty that practitioners have in specifying the capacity building that is needed, the failure to identify the skills required in staff for an effective institution and a lack of vision of the role of the institution itself.

Even in cities the need for improved capacity may not be recognised. In a fairly extensive report on water in Asian cities that demonstrates a wide range of performance deficiencies the only element of capacity that was found necessary to highlight was for stakeholders outside and not inside the utilities. (ADB, 2004). If we are to confront urban water and sanitation service deficiencies there is a need to move beyond performance indicators to strategic action that identifies the causes and solutions to the problems.

Assessments have pointed out that large numbers of technical and scientific personnel lack sufficient knowledge about overall water management and use. While important scientific and technological advances have been made the specific needs of developing countries in monitoring and managing their water resources are not high on the research agenda. Many barriers to the effective management and supply of water lie in the institutional and managerial sphere and will not be solved by improved technologies alone. Research focused on effective institutional structures and management techniques is required.” (UNESCO-WWAP, 2003)

Retaining staff is problematic for developing countries, for small towns and for provincial organisations and will remain so. This brain drain stems not only from the attractions of moving to bigger and more central locations but often from the frustration of not being able to do the job due to lack of resources, lack of access to information and lack of recognition in small centres. There is also the loss of both young and experienced professionals in many African countries due to AIDS. These issues are not easy to overcome but clearly the issue of lack of capacity in small towns will not be overcome by small scale interventions and a few training programmes. Attention to the underlying issues of access to knowledge and technical support in the context of national development has to be fundamental to any strategy for change.

3.
Strategic planning for water and sanitation services.

Cities and small towns are complex and changing entities with a need for a flexible approach that allows adaptation to changing circumstances and new information.  This is the basis of the adaptive approach to strategic planning that is promoted by some experts and which recognises the gradual broadening of the knowledge base (Tayler et al, 2003) and a demand-based and incentive-driven strategy (Wright, 1997). Whichever is considered the ‘right’ approach to addressing the water and sanitation problems of small towns the capacity to make decisions and take action starts at the simplest level of awareness.

· Awareness of the importance of water and sanitation among decision makers is vital to commitment and resource allocation and prioritisation of the issue at the local authority level.

· Commitment to strategic planning to address water and sanitation services requires the capacity within the utility to understand the problems, potential solutions and manage a process to develop ownership and commitment to the solutions within the local authority and the communities to be served.

· The capacity to implement the plans and sustain support to the service delivery has to be present.

Planning capacity may be one of the most significant obstacles to progress, particularly as planning for water and sanitation in small towns has the complexities mentioned earlier and needs to take an incremental approach. 

Planning for water supply and sanitation services requires specific training to encompass the stakeholder participation elements, option identification and strategy selection. The development of such capacity at local authority level may be challenging and raises larger questions of the support from national level.

Action that builds on a strategic approach does deliver results (Wright, 1997) but so far has not been enough to scale up service delivery and sustainability enough for the achievement of the MDGs.

The actual choice of strategy is a central element of the strategic planning process. Too often it is assumed that the local authority is responsible for service delivery and must therefore provide and manage the services itself. The contrary is also true and it has too often been assumed that the local authority is unable to carry out this function and the private sector should take on the task. In both cases problems arise if the decision is not made from a sound basis and understanding of the problems and the choices available and the capacity is not put in place to ensure the chosen strategy is effective. A wide range of implementation modalities are possible but an appropriate and participatory planning process is essential, which includes ensuring the appropriate people have the knowledge and capacity to make the strategic decisions.

4.
Access to knowledge about how to implement and manage water and sanitation services.

The strategies for delivery of water and sanitation services in small towns have been very well developed and tested. There is a great deal of knowledge documented from many different development agencies which describes the strategies, technologies and methods for implementation and maintenance. However, as small towns largely encompass poorer communities the strategies are much more methodologically complex than those involved with large scale piped water supply and sewerage systems. The knowledge spans disciplines addressing institutional, management, financial, social and technical aspects which do not fit easily into conventional engineering approaches to water and sanitation service delivery.


One difficulty is that while there is a great deal of information available on water and sanitation service provision it is not readily accessible. The information is not accessible to those that need it in small towns, nor is it used in the curricula of education programmes of the varied professionals that need to be engaged in implementation. Engineering solutions, especially for piped systems, are well established in the curricula of engineers but community based solutions, small scale technology, social skills and tools, and the financial and management options are rarely to be found in educational curricula. 

Efforts have been made to assemble the knowledge in various toolkits (World Bank, 2004, 2000; Water Utility Partnership, 2001) and it would be useful to assess the impact and accessibility of these tools.

· World Bank Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Toolkit (World Bank, 2004) (pg 18) provides some guidance for addressing capacity building in small town situations where conditions are similar to rural communities. However the complexity of linking these responses to other types of water supply and sanitation systems, integrating solutions and providing for the long term capacity building support is rarely addressed in WSS documentation.

· Upgrading Urban Communities a Resource for Practitioners (World Bank, 2000) this has many examples of how to do it and gives case studies which include some capacity building.

· A Practitioners Companion on Provision of Water and Sanitation services to the urban poor. Water Utility Partnership. 2001.

Communities have knowledge and capacity which is not adequately tapped. Historically communities have managed their water supplies with appropriate systems and coping strategies to survive. The use of participatory approaches follows recognition of this potential for communities to contribute in various ways to the implementation and management of water and sanitation services. However to be successful this requires capacity of the local authority to manage this process and the understanding, often lacking, that the local authority is serving the community and not the other way round. The capacity of the local authority to maximise the benefits of community knowledge and commitment, particularly taking into account gender differences, to find sustainable solutions is still weak.
The lack of access to information and experience has to be addressed with a variety of strategies. The knowledge is there but not being applied. There is a range of complementary solutions to this including for example:

· National technical support structures to provide assistance to local authorities;

· Strengthening of centres of knowledge such as training centres, universities and research institutions in the field of small town water and sanitation services;

· Twinning local authorities to share knowledge and experience;

· Improved physical/ electronic access to well structured information.

5.
Capacity within utilities and local authorities.

Invariably service solutions for small towns, marginal communities and poor areas, those left behind by conventional schemes, are small scale and involve greater stakeholder participation in technology selection, implementation, management, payment strategies, operation and maintenance. They are also demanding in term, of management support from the local authority requiring a mix of disciplinary skills and complexity of decision making. 

Local authorities with responsibility for service provision need to make strategic decisions on how best to use their limited capacity and how to supplement this by training, expansion, devolution of responsibility to stakeholders or the private sector.

Capacity for decision making and for action is required at several levels. This may be neglected when implementing programmes which may emphasise community or stakeholder capacity but neglect the political awareness and political will which is built from knowledge and awareness, managerial capacity to design and manage the implementation and subsequent operation and maintenance, the technical competence of staff for installation, operation and maintenance and community relations and finally the customers who require capacity to choose, to understand, to participate in the roles and responsibilities that may be attributed to them Table 1).

Communication routes between the utility and the community are very important and an organised community can make the work substantially easier. Organised communities benefit entry of various sectors providing basic services or welfare assistance and collaboration with them may ease the burden on the utility.

The Water Utility Partnership toolkit on water and sanitation service provision in urban areas (2001) addresses capacity building with the following advice for utilities working with communities:

· Ensure the capacity in the utility to engage with the low-income community, to manage and implement diverse options. Train staff in participatory techniques, engage staff with social skills, allocate resources and develop a work plan for dealing with services to low income communities. 

· Develop routes for communicating effectively with the community. Develop collaboration mechanisms with other agencies working in the community such as local authority, NGOs, health and the private sector. 

· Raise awareness within the community of the benefits of safe water, sanitation and good hygiene practices. Awareness will need to be built on a range of water issues such as service level, management, pricing; on sanitation issues such as technology, financing, maintenance; and on hygiene issues such as sanitation, handwashing, environmental sanitation. Awareness raising should not be limited to the community and its leaders but may also be targeted at the local authority, collaborating agencies, teachers and other civic groups.

· Develop capacity within the community to take on specific management responsibilities for water and sanitation services.

In many communities open defecation is a standard and accepted practice and its consequences are not understood (WSP, 2004). Absence of awareness and information available to communities about the importance of sound sanitary practices or what users should reasonably expect from providers will influence their readiness to demand or accept improved services. However international experience suggests that in urban areas the demand for sanitation exists. The message is that appropriate information and communication for sensitization are necessary for consumers but must be accompanied by making the appropriate facilities and management systems available. For example, an urban local body in India had spent Rs 2.4 million in one year on an awareness program that yielded little or nothing as it was not supported by access to basic infrastructure. (WSP, 2004)
Clearly the capacity requirements for local authorities of small towns to effectively deliver water and sanitation services may be beyond reach and alternative strategies appropriate to national realities may be considered.

Capacity needs of local authorities to deliver water and sanitation services in small towns may be reduced by allowing, authorising or contracting others to provide the necessary services. Experience of large scale private sector involvement suggests that they are not appropriate solutions for small towns as they may not be adequately supervised by the local authority and the financial basis may not be large enough to attract their interest. However there is enough experience with liberalisation of service delivery to allow small scale private sector involvement to suggest that this is both a successful and effective means to increase coverage and provide a basic form of service which can be improved over time. (Conan, 2004). 

Small-scale providers such as tankers, hand carts, small scale piped systems, septic tank emptying services use local entrepreneurs, bringing employment to the community and a flexibility in service level to meet the varied needs and complexity of poor communities. Sometimes this comes at a high cost to the consumer. International experience shows that SSPWPs (small scale piped water providers), in comparison with water utilities, can be more dynamic in filling the gap between supply and demand and have more incentives to grow and expand their services. Be they vendors, tanker truck operators, or managers of small-scale distribution networks, SSPWPs can provide a competitive and appropriate service to households that have no access to utility connection. This is evident in Africa, Asia, and Latin America where SSPWPs serve large urban populations. (Conan, 2004) They may serve over 30% of city inhabitants. The informal nature of small scale private sector operators affects the level of service (when legal they produce a service equal or better than the utility) but does provide an opportunity to address capacity building, regulation or certification. 

Alternative systems to supplement the capacity of small town local authorities derive from national or state level intervention and are discussed in the next section.


6.
Supporting structures and systems for small town water and sanitation services.

Recognition of the challenges facing small towns has led to supporting action from national level which can take a variety of forms from local government associations to national technical support agencies and distance learning programmes.

Technician training. Developing countries may not have systems for capacity building support or supervision to ensure small towns are able to provide basic services of an acceptable standard. It is not uncommon to find in developed countries a programme for training of basic water and wastewater technical staff. Almost invariably, simple water and wastewater treatment facilities in small towns are managed and staffed by low level personnel with few educational or professional qualifications. These are front line personnel directly responsible for the quality of services delivered or the performance of waste management systems, thus responsible for both public health and welfare as well as the protection of natural water resources from pollution. 

Addressing the qualifications of this category of staff is one strategy to build on existing systems and structures. Using experience from the Canadian Water and Wastewater Association and South Africa, Zimbabwe has established a formal training programme for water and wastewater operators (Box 2) that is also available in a distance learning format and suitable for adoption by other countries in the region. It is important to recognise that delivery of basic services is not only about recruitment of engineers, who may be in short supply and difficult to attract to small communities, but also the many technical support staff responsible for the day to day operation and maintenance. Action and results are possible with greater attention to the qualification of staff in these positions.

International/ national technical support. Government may not be equipped to provide the type of support that local authorities need and examples are given below of short term international intervention in Ghana and of a new structure specifically designed to support small towns in Ecuador. 

In other situations NGOs typically step in to fill a gap and have proven to be very effective some cases. However in order to focus attention on sustainable water and sanitation service provision benefits will be gained from a more structured relationship between the NGO and the local authority where complementary roles are better defined. NGOs themselves cannot be assumed to have adequate capacity, both technically and managerially, for effective and sustainable water and sanitation service provision. In Ghana after investment in a small town upgrading programme that saw water and sanitation facilities in over 100 small towns improved it was found necessary to address failing operation and maintenance. A regional programme over several small towns in the north of Ghana is demonstrating some of the benefits from tackling capacity building and establishing support structures from local capacity building institutions and regional mentors. (See Box 3).

Small town Local Authorities often lack adequate professional staff at the more senior levels to take on water and sanitation responsibilities. This was the case in Ecuador where after decentralisation a survey of 214 municipalities showed that 89% indicated the need for technical assistance, in particular in the commercial and administrative areas of water and sanitation provision. (WSP, 2005). This led to the development of the PRAGUAS technical assistance programme that promotes delegated management models and provides a range of benefits to the local authority (see Box 3). This approach of national government to provide structured support to Local Authorities is one strategy to address the capacity gap at local level as well as to promote the policies and principles guiding national development. Whilst the goals may vary according to national objectives the concept of using a national programme or national institution to support the local authority in service provision has been proven to have potential for filling a gap in capacity. 

7. 
How to support these small urban centres?

Achievement of the MDGs and continued progress thereafter until all people are adequately served with adequate water and sanitation services requires concerted attention to capacity. The particular position of small towns as focal points for rapid growth but also focal points for poverty and the unserved merits special attention. This is particularly true as they frequently lack the human and financial capacity to address water and sanitation problems on their own without external assistance. More coordinated action is necessary and possible drawing on the experience and knowledge already available. Some of these action areas, drawn from earlier sections, are elaborated below.

Four action areas:

a. National and local commitment to a strategic approach to capacity building.

b. Training of local authority staff.

c. Develop or strengthen technical support systems to local authorities. 
d. Improve information availability and simple guidelines on water and sanitation strategies and state of knowledge.

a. Commitment to action. National and local commitment is required to address the lack of capacity to manage and sustain water and sanitation services in small towns. The problem is clear and will respond most effectively to coordinated action at the national and local level using a strategic planning approach which recognises the necessity and opportunity of a more flexible approach to water and sanitation service delivery for small towns. Linkage of national planning to local planning with solutions and actions appropriate to the level will ensure national support, assistance and monitoring appropriate to the capacity of small towns to deliver water and sanitation services. Capacity building components should be more clearly articulated within projects and specified with outcomes, impacts and indicators. At the local authority level taking a strategic approach will mean tackling the problem with multi structured actions including encouraging small scale private sector involvement in service delivery, facilitating community based initiatives and developing its own capacity.

b. Building capacity of small towns. There are clearly many areas where training of local authority/ utility staff is necessary for improved water and sanitation service delivery in small towns. However this is unlikely to be either sustainable or successful if carried out without reference to a larger strategic planning systems of both the small town/ local authority and the national government. Sustainability of capacity building is only likely to be achieved when the delivery system of the capacity building actions can be sustained through local institutions whether they be universities, training institutions or private consultants. This requires improved anchoring of knowledge and information at resource centres within the country and as close to local action as possible. 

Twinning or facilitating the linkages between local authorities is another strategy to facilitate peer-to-peer exchange of good practice where ‘those with something to learn’ are partnered with ‘those with something to share’. Training needs for local authority staff is not restricted to technical personnel and capacity building should also be targeted at the management level in charge of small urban centres. They are the ones to establish the enabling environment and the framework for action. The final choice of strategies and technical solutions to WSS problems will be made at this level and they should include pro-poor, gender balanced and stakeholder participation strategies. The governance decisions create the enabling environment for the Local Authority staff, the private sector and the community to act.

c. Develop or strengthen support structures for local authorities. Addressing the lack of capacity at the level of small towns may take a combination of routes. The establishment of a functional technical support structure can give special advice to small towns on design, financing, management and operation and maintenance gaining advantages of scale and reducing the need for recruitment of expensive personnel at the local level. This may be achieved through government structures, utilities, franchise agreements with NGOs or the private sector. Given the unlikely scenario of developing the full technical competence and broad capacities in small towns the concept of more centralised support structures has proven to be both effective and acceptable and may conceivably vary from support with design and implementation to more targeted intervention supporting operation and maintenance weaknesses in the local authority. 
Adoption of service standards and guidelines may also provide a basis against which formal training, education or professional qualifications can be delivered and monitoring of small town performance can be measured. The important role of water and wastewater technical staff for day to day operations demands greater attention of national authorities to ensure the standardised training, certification and employment, not only for small towns but for all water and wastewater plants. Given the pivotal role that these operatives play this is one effective and achievable goal to be taken up at the national level. It will also address in part the recruitment problem of local authorities who often cannot identify a professional cadre of personnel below that of engineer with any formal training in water supply and sanitation.
d. Improve access to knowledge. The wealth of local and international experience in addressing water and sanitation service delivery for small towns needs to be better packaged, suitable for local adaptation and given increased attention to accessibility for different levels of personnel. Internationally prepared material has very limited attraction due to the lack of local relevance however when anchored in local capacity building institutions this international knowledge is adapted to the appropriate social, cultural and environmental context. Local capacity builders as the repository of knowledge can learn and build up experience in a structured way over time providing sustainability and relevance to local water and sanitation solutions and are the only long term solution to present capacity constraints. As WHO has identified (WHO, 2005)  the formation and strengthening of training networks, which might involve numerous disciplines and  attract participation from public, private and civil society organisations, may be useful in providing a “safe space” for colleagues to work together to build internal capacity.

Conclusion.

Lessons from the past 40 years of development assistance have taught us well that access to safe drinking water and acceptable sanitation solutions will not be achieved by infrastructure alone. Communities, local authorities, utilities and the private sector need the capacity and the enabling environment to sustain and expand services. Small towns in the developing world characteristically lack capacity even to maintain existing infrastructure much less extend services to those without. Whilst capacity building is not the solution to these problems improved access to existing knowledge can improve technical choice, social acceptability, affordability and willingness to pay as well as improve management of services. 
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Box 3. Optimising service delivery in Ghana.





Recognising the performance problems with existing water and sanitation systems in small towns Ghana requested support from CIDA to improve water system management, operation and maintenance by implementing a district capacity building project called DISCAP in Northern Ghana. 





It soon became obvious that building capacity at the district level was a necessary but not sufficient condition to obtain properly functioning water supply systems and DISCAP decided to complement these activities with small town initiatives directed to water boards, operators and the community itself.  The purpose of this initiative was to progressively build on acquired awareness, skills, empowerment and dialogue in order in order to achieve maximum administrative, managerial, operational, and financial systems performance in a sustainable way.  These local activities were supplemented by Regional initiatives in order to provide the necessary enabling environment.  Issues tackled at Regional level were outstanding government loans to small town systems, required policy changes, bye-laws and clearly defining roles and responsibilities at all levels.





This process, which is called the Optimisation Model, addresses primarily the software aspects of the system empowering stakeholders to focus on what they can do themselves.  One of the main strategies takes the form of topical 2/3 day workshops followed by 2/3 day visits to each town to put the learning into practice. Training is delivered by local training institutions.





Clusters of small towns were selected around a larger town where a better qualified operator existed.  He was selected to act as mentor. An advantage of this approach is experience sharing among cluster towns as well as the possibility of joint provision of services like preventive maintenance to all towns in a cluster by private sector providers.





After 18 months’ implementation, real sustainable advances have been observed in stakeholder’s attitude changes, increased dialogue and cooperation, a better gender balance and more effective staff.  The systems are now reducing their water losses, are more financially stable, administrative procedures are in place and service to customers has substantially increased.  Eight female system operators are working well and the role of women in decision making roles has increased.  





Susana Sandoz.  (� HYPERLINK "http://www.discap.org" ��www.discap.org�)








Table 1. Knowledge about what?


It is likely to be necessary for the utility or local authority to have capacity in the following areas:


Appropriate technology choice;


Financial management and billing regimes;


Pro-poor management systems and billing systems;


Stakeholder involvement strategies, participatory methods;


Engineering management and design and operations;


Demand management;


Water resources management;


Spare parts systems and general operation and maintenance strategies;


Investment decisions


Information management, awareness creation and political commitment;


Monitoring systems.


Conflict resolution.


Water and wastewater quality management.








Box 3. PRAGUAS technical assistance to Municipalities in Ecuador. (WSP, 2005)





Signing up for technical assistance from PRAGUAS the municipality gets:





A services evaluation and assessment.


An estimate of investments needed to improve water supply services over the next 10 years.


Design of a new management model.


Technical assistance for optimizing system performance.


Stage 1 Evaluation and assessment, 2 – 4 months.


Stage 2 Management model implementation, 6m – 1 year.


Stage 3 Follow up and second incentive payment, 2yrs+


The programme includes financial incentives to municipalities to introduce a delegated management model where service administration, operation and maintenance are delegated to a public or a private operator. 43 municipalities signed up with PRAGUAS for technical assistance.





Box 2. Capacity building for small towns: experiences with water and wastewater operators in Zimbabwe





	The work of Water and Wastewater Operators (WWO) is key to health, environmental sustainability, and economic development and indeed in contributing to meeting the Millennium Development Goals.  Yet in the past in Zimbabwe these cadres have been invisible in terms of defined career path, skills development and recognition of their trade. Prior to 1993,training of WWO was offered on an ad hoc basis by the City of Harare. Even then this training was not institutionalised within the local authority activities but was driven by a motivated individual.


	Recognizing the inherent weaknesses of this approach to training, local authorities through the engineer’s forum approached the Institute of Water and Sanitation Development for support in training WWO. The training was then formalized and offered with a three – year progressive system staring with Operators Part 1 and moving through to Part 3. 


	After several years of implementation the Institute worked towards registration of the course with the Ministry of Higher Education following national standards and regulations. Currently in line with other trades offered at tertiary institutions, the WWO course offers a national certificate, and national diploma. Plans are now at an advanced stage to start a higher national diploma that will see these students moving from their specialization to general management of water resources. This will be particularly relevant for plant supervisors and managers.





Useful Lessons 


The WWO course has been a learning curve for the institute, the local authorities and even for the Ministry of Higher Education.


Adaptation of materials.  A lot of materials were initially received from the Canadian Association of Water and Wastewater and these were then adapted.


Career development. The students value what they see as career development and as such are willing to pay for their own education. Due to economic difficulties, local authorities withdrew the tuition support they used to give to students but instead of a decrease in enrolment there has been a steady increase.


Skill level. The registration of the course with Ministry of Higher education opened an opportunity for raising the entry qualification and thus directly improving management of treatment plants. 


Inclusive course. The course is open to the plant operators working with private sector, urban and rural local authorities and also to the region. 


Self- instruction. The design of self- learning with specific contact points and examinations makes the courses cheaper and affordable. 


The future. The Institute is examining registration of WWO as a trade so that these often invisible cadres have a voice that can be used in bargaining for improved working conditions and can be eligible for re-imbursements of tuition as with other registered trades.





Noma Neseni, IWSD, Harare.
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