
7th RWSN Forum “Water for Everyone”  

7ème Forum RWSN  « L’eau pour tous »  

29 Nov - 02 Dec 2016, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire 

PEER REVIEWED 

 

 

Page 1 

 

Supported Self-supply – learning from 15 

years of experiences 
 

Type: Background / Input Paper  

 

Authors  
André Olschewski, Skat Foundation, Switzerland 
Abstract/Summary 
 

Evidence from the field shows the huge relevance of Self-supply water sources and the broad benefits of 
household investments in own water sources. Supported Self-supply as a service delivery approach might 
not be applicable in all regions. However, in many countries and for millions of people, Self-supply sources 
will be the only access to water for many decades as there is not sufficient funding to establish community 
supplies for all. Learnings from different case studies show which support services are needed and which 
roles governments and other actors need to take on to ensure that access to safe water is achieved. In many 
rural areas, a complementary approach using communal supplies and Supported Self-supply will be the only 
way to achieve SDGs.  

 
1 Background 

1.1 What is “Self-supply”? 

Self-supply can be defined as incremental improvements in the supply of WASH products and services, e.g. 
water supply and sanitation structures, by a household or a small group of households, chiefly financed by 
themselves. Self-supply is an extensive and inclusive way of providing water. It has been practised by people 
for centuries and can be found all over the world, as many households have built and improved their own 
water sources, e.g. hand-dug wells or rainwater harvesting tanks by their own means. In most cases, such 
Self-supply sources are used for different purposes, such as for drinking water, food processing, brick mak-
ing as well as for agricultural purposes without any external support programme.  

Self-supply is not necessarily a “pro poor” or an “inferior” approach. Still today, millions of people in 
countries like the USA, the UK or Switzerland rely on Self-supply sources as the only source of drinking 
water ((http://water.usgs.gov/watuse/wudo.html, WHO 2011). In these countries, specific regulation has 
been established for private supplies to ensure good practice of water source protection, adapted water 
safety plans and regular self-control of water quality (e.g. from Scotland 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Water/17670/pws and http://dwqr.scot/private-
supply/pws-owners-and-users/). Such examples show that Self-supply is not linked to a particular socio-
economic status, rather that it is based on strategic choice of a cost effective service delivery approach 
which considers the context-specific needs and opportunities for a given period of time.  

In contrary, people usually strive for better options, and Self-supply can be a starting point to improve the 
level of service of communal supplies. For example, in rural areas of Mali, better-off families and parts of 
the communities are using own funds including remittances to improve and extend existing public supplies 
to have a better level of service as the existing communal supplies do not always provide adequate level of 
service (see input by Daniel Maizama: https://vimeo.com/121332803). In rural Ethiopia, several families 
group together to pool funding to purchase a group Rope pump. Moreover, for millions of people in East-
ern Europe such as in Ukraine, Moldova or Albania, Self-Supply sources are currently the only fall-back op-
tion, as public supplies have collapsed in rural areas to a large extent. Even in EU Member States such as 
Romania, where coverage through public water supplies is increasing, not all citizens are served, particularly 
in the rural regions. In such areas, Self-supply will continue to be a highly relevant supply approach for 
years.  

 

http://water.usgs.gov/watuse/wudo.html
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Water/17670/pws
http://dwqr.scot/private-supply/pws-owners-and-users/
http://dwqr.scot/private-supply/pws-owners-and-users/
https://vimeo.com/121332803
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Country Ukraine Moldova Romania Albania 

Population (2013):  45.49 million 3.559 million 19.964 million 2.774 million 

% of people using Self-
supply 

35% 57% 38% 22% 

Source : www.danubis.org 

Currently, the World Bank is looking for more detailed data in that region to better understand the scale of 
Self-supply and how to best support the level of service provided.  

 

In developed countries with high levels of operational reliability in public supply, Self-supply is mostly lim-
ited to those areas where people are so dispersed that it is not cost effective to link them to the public ser-
vice. Remote householders provide their own supplies, initially at their own cost but with opportunities to 
access grants or loans to up-grade them. In the USA, Self-supply withdrawls provided water to more about 
44 million people in 2010, mainly using groundwater sources (http://water.usgs.gov/watuse/wudo.html). In 
Ireland, 10% of households do so through small group or household  investment (Brady and Gray 2010).  

Global patterns suggest that achieving universal coverage almost always requires a level of household in-
vestment. However for many households in remote rural areas, e.g. in Sub-Saharan Africa Self-supply will 
remain the only water supply for many years to come. 

1.2 What are particular characteristics of “Self-supply”? 

From the point of view of water supply provision, Self-supply has some particular characteristics and faces 
some challenges which need to be addressed to improve quality of service and to change attitudes and prac-
tices within the sector. Particular characteristics and challenges include:  

- In Self-supply, the households are sitting in the driving seat for planning on when and how to im-
prove the level of service, they take the decision on how they can mobilise sufficient resources for 
investments and for covering running costs, and they have to manage the supply and care for 
maintenance and follow-up. This is different from other services approaches such as community 
managed supplies, where the planning is done mostly by local government authorities or NGOs 
and investments are heavily subsidised as they come from outside the community.  

- Self-supply is not linked to any specific technology such as the Rope pump or manual drilling. 
However, some low cost technologies are more often found with Self-supply than with other ap-
proaches. For Self-Supply affordability of upfront investments, capacities for operation and 
maintenance and viable supply chains are decisive factors for deciding on a specific technology and 
level of service. 

- Measures for improving quality of own water sources by households mostly follow incremental im-
provements along the water ladder (Figure 1). This means that improvements in supply and quality 
might not be achieved in one big leap but in several small steps depending also on the aspirations 
and needs of households and the resources available to them (Sutton 2011). However, even tech-
nologies at the lower part of the ladder might provide services 24/7 all year round. 

- Self-supply is a demand-driven approach. To achieve progress, households need sufficient funding, 
or access to affordable financing mechanisms and to a viable private sector which can provide 
technologies and services which fit the context, as well as a viable supply chain. 

- Self-supply sources are often shared with neighbours, frequently at no costs for them. In many 
countries, such as Zambia, Zimbabwe or Sierra Leone, well owners and users confirmed that Self-
supply sources were often shared by more than 30-40 persons or more, so that Self-supply actually 
became an almost semi-public supply.  

- For elderly and disabled persons, shared Self-supply sources are often the only sources which are 
easily accessible in rural areas, making Self-supply an inclusive approach.  

 

http://www.danubis.org/
http://water.usgs.gov/watuse/wudo.html
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Figure 1: Self-supply – incremental improvements along the water ladder 

- Self-supply might happen even without intervention of NGOs, governments or donors. In Nigeria 
or Chad, thousands of domestic wells have been drilled by independent drillers who were funded 
100% by households without any guidance or supervision of any local government (Danert, Ad-
ekile and Gesti, 2014). Particularly in urban areas, there is a big potential challenge, with water quali-
ty originating from uncontrolled drilling activities.  

Thus, we can summarise these points in stating that Self-Supply is: 

- technology-neutral 

- incremental 

- demand-driven 

- often benefiting more people than the users/owners 

- inclusive 

- happening already in most of the world.  

Looking at the development of water supply delivery in a particular area over time, it is important to empha-
sise that Self-supply moves people just one step up on the ladder but does not automatically lead to univer-
sal coverage of all with safe drinking water. An even higher level of service might be achieved by more ad-
vanced Self-supply solutions, e.g. the submersible pump. However, it is important to highlight that for mil-
lions of people, Self-supply will remain the only approach at least for the next two or three decades. This is 
particularly true for millions of families in the South, especially in remote rural areas of Sub-Sahara Africa 
(SSA), where progress in terms of increasing coverage and approaching the SDGs by 2030 through public 
supplies alone will be very slow if at all feasible.  

1.3 Relevance of Self-supply and domestic investments in WASH 

According to the GLAAS report 2013/20141, 19 countries indicated that nearly 75% of their WASH financ-
ing was derived from household contributions (as tariffs and for Self-supply). Only 25% came from gov-
ernment and donors. However, at the moment, hardly any detailed data is available at national level on the 
extent of Self-supply in many countries, as hardly any national monitoring and evaluation systems have in-
cluded Self-supply water sources such as hand dug wells in their regular procedures and data collection sys-
tems.  

One positive example is Zimbabwe, where the national monitoring system includes both unimproved and 
improved traditional wells. Currently, the ongoing GLAAS report survey 2016/2017 is collecting even more 
detailed data on household’s investments for Self-supply which will provide very useful information to 

                                                        
1
 http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/glaas/2014/en/ 
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showcase the relevance of household investments in the water sector already today.  

However there are a couple of data which indicate that Self-supply is an extensive form of water supply: 

- In Africa, millions of hand dug wells are used as Self-supply wells, and the number is still increasing, 
which stresses the fact that there is need and demand for Self-supply (Sutton and Olschewski 2016).  

- Also in various emerging economies such as in South Asia, where full coverage has been reached, 
Self-supply sources were major steps on the water ladder to achieve full coverage. For example, 
Thailand’s mainly household-financed rain water harvesting initiative was crucial for the country on 
its way to universal access in the past 20 years (Saladin 2016).  

- There are also middle-income countries in Latin America, such as Colombia (rural coverage 74% 
according to WHO/JMP figures), or countries like Malawi in Africa, where coverage in rural areas 
has reached a high level with 89% struggling to further increase the level of coverage and improve 
the level of services using centralised approaches and where Self-supply in some rural areas is used 
intensively (for an example of Self-supply in Colombia2. 

2 Why do households invest in own sources? 

Self- supply is practised where no other services are in place which provide sufficient, reliable and affordable 
supply for the water needs of households. It is practised in rural areas as well as in peri-urban areas where 
public entities fail to provide an adequate level of service, or in informal settlements where public supplies 
are often completely absent. 

 

Even in remote rural area where people depend on little cash income and subsistence farming, households 
invest up to 200-300 US$/well to dig and improve an own well. These costs are huge compared to the in-
come, so the expected benefits have to be significant. In various household surveys, households reported on 
various factors which are key to their investing in own supplies. Apart from many other key aspects, there is 
one which is clearly ranked highest in almost all surveys: Convenience (e.g. Sutton, Ngoma, Olschewski 
2016). 

 

Table 1: Key benefits and motivation for households to invest in improving Self-supply sources 

Key feature Particular impact 

Convenience  
Convenience 
Convenience! 

 First of all, there is the aspect of saving time and effort for fetching water and having 

less of a burden. Further benefits include having more water available for income 

generation and improving food security, more water with better quality, a high level of 

service (24/7), reliability, privacy and security.  

Strong 
ownership 

 Self-supply is based on household initiative. It is fully demand-driven. As almost all 

investments are covered by households, there is strong ownership.  

High potential 
for 
sustainability 

 There is widespread knowledge on how to operate Self-supply sources or where to go 

to ask for support. 

 Households care for their assets and do proper maintenance, so that the functionality 

of their supply is very high. Sustainability of Self-supply is very high as long as re-

sources are managed properly. 

Self-supply 
sources as 
shared supply 
/ Inclusion 

 In most regions, Self-supply sources are shared with neighbours at no additional cost 

for the well owner and no cost for sharer. These sources serve several families, includ-

ing the most vulnerable and poorest ones. 

For countries such as Uganda, Mali and Zimbabwe, we know that some sources are 

shared with up to 50-70 people, thus becoming almost communal supplies (Sutton 

2015). 

                                                        
2
 http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/iyu/article/view/12223/12533 

http://revistas.javeriana.edu.co/index.php/iyu/article/view/12223/12533
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Multiple uses 
of water 

 Self-supply sources are mostly used for domestic purposes. In many areas, there is a 

huge potential to expand the use of water also for productive purposes, such as gar-

dening, cattle, or brick making, which provide opportunities for income generation. 

Self-supply sources have a huge role to play in terms of water security.  

Example: Households in Njombe area, Tanzania, reported that thanks to their Self-

supply water sources, which are provided with a Rope pump, they can generate an ad-

ditional income of several 100 US$/year, which helps them to pay back loans which 

were taken for the investments (Maltha 2016). 

Demand 
driven / 
empowerment 

 The number of Self-supply systems is growing in many countries as people see the 

benefit and start investing in their own sources. 

3 Supporting Self-supply – why it is needed and how it works 

3.1 What is “Supported Self-supply”? 

Supported Self-supply is a service delivery approach which enables households and local actors to improve 
the quality and quantity of water delivery service by providing specific support mechanisms. Such sup-
port mechanisms could include services such as information of key actors (e.g. local leaders), promotional 
activities, technical development and piloting of technologies and products, developing capacities of the lo-
cal private sector, support of households and providers in financing, as well as coordination and sharing. 

Supported Self-supply is a powerful service delivery approach which can help government and other key 
stakeholders to improve access for those communities which might not be covered through communal 
supply in the medium term (IRC 2012). In the past 5-10 years, Supported Self-supply has received more 
attention and recognition within the rural water supply sector as being a viable complementary service deliv-
ery approach besides the communal and centralised water supply approaches. However, there still is need 
for establishing a better understanding of the concept and its performance, potentials and limitations. Ulti-
mately, there is need for wider acknowledgement and adoption of the approach by donors and government.  

3.2 Need for providing support services to improve Self-supply  

To achieve a higher level of service by household investments and to improve quality of water service, spe-
cific coordinated external support is needed. Without targeted external support, particularly in remote rural 
areas, the households will lack access to information on suitable technical options and to affordable financ-
ing mechanisms, and there will be insufficient capacity of the local private sector, which has the potential 
and skills to offer appropriate products and services and to establish a viable business. The need for support 
of Self-supply is particularly high in remote rural areas, e.g. in SSA, where at the moment, the population 
density is rather low and the level of socio-economic activities is insufficient to build up the critical mass to 
kick-start development of a market. However in economically more vibrant regions, e.g. in Latin America or 
South Asia, where the economy is better developed or there is a very high population density, there is more 
potential for the local private sector to pick up the opportunity even with little or no external support. Apart 
from population density and level of economy, the level of water scarcity will also largely influence the de-
mand for Self-supply and the need to provide support services (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 2: Different approaches used for supporting Self-supply 

4 Uptake of “Supported Self-supply” as a service delivery approach so far 

As yet, Supported Self-supply has been taken up by some actors and some countries. However it still is not 
adopted on a large scale and is not integrated in many national strategies. This is one key reason why Self-
supply water sources have not been considered in national monitoring systems so far. Little is still known at 
national level on numbers, sites, type and condition of Self-supply water sources. Furthermore, systematic 
monitoring of water quality, sharing and learning and follow-up are hardly done. However, despite the lack 
of detailed data on Self-supply sources and on the level of Supported Self-supply, there are some indications 
and inspiring examples where governments or other stakeholders have decided to support Self-supply ac-
tively by including specific support services in their water supply strategies and related financing plans and 
budgets:  

- In Ethiopia, Self-supply is rolled out at national level as one formally endorsed service delivery 
model for rural water (see www.ircwash.org; MoWE 2014). Support services provided include 
promotion of the approach, capacity development of local producers of the rope pump, support of 
a loan scheme to allow families to purchase a Rope pump or facilitation of exchange meetings3. 

- In Zimbabwe, the Upgraded Family Well (UFW) programme has been launched as a government 
approach for improving access to water in rural areas. Support services included promotion and in-
formation of the approach, capacity development of local masons and some in-kind subsidies for 
those families who have dug their well using their own investments of up to 300 US$/well. Be-
tween 2000, when the subsidy scheme and external support stopped, and today, up to 130,000 wells 
have been improved, providing water to more than 3 million people in rural areas. This example 
shows real large scaling up of the approach at national level. 

- In Sierra Leone, according to official national strategies for water supply, communities with less 
than 150 people actually have to rely on Self-supply to improve access to water4 as public invest-
ments are not sufficient to improve access in the mid-term future. Currently, several international 
NGOs (e.g. Welthungerhilfe) and national entities are developing approaches to improve capacities 
for Self-supply at local level. 

- More governments in SSA have formally included Self-supply in national strategies, such as Uganda 
and Mali but have not started bigger implementation projects (MWE 2010, Sutton 2011, Sutton 
2015). 

In other countries, such as Tanzania or Malawi, government has just started to acknowledge some low-cost 

                                                        
3
 http://www.jica.go.jp/project/english/ethiopia/004/index.htm  

4
 http://www.washlearningsl.org/rural-water-supply-and-small-towns-strategy-document/ 
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technologies such as Rope pumps. There, the local private sector and NGOs are actively driving activities 
which aim to foster the capacities of the local private sector for providing low-cost WASH services e.g. in 
manual drilling of boreholes, in producing rope pumps, and in selling household water treatment products.  

- Recent research on the impact of the SMART Centre SHIPO in Njombe, Tanzania shows that 
through the trained workshops, up to 5,000 Rope pumps have been produced and sold to house-
holds already. The functionality rate of household owned rope pumps is 92%, which is thanks to 
strong ownership by users, good maintenance and availability of local supply chain. One triggering 
factor for the large uptake of Rope pumps in that region is the fact that most pumps are used for 
domestic and productive purposes. The national agency for vocational training VETA just has 
adopted the Rope Pump and will include the Rope Pump in its curriculum. 

- The SMART Centre approach (www.smartcentregroup.com) offers capacity development and acts 
as a business incubator. Specific training is provided for the local private sector, and certification 
systems have been introduced to ensure quality of products and services. To allow rural families to 
purchase the service provided by the trained masons, specific financing schemes are offered 
(seewww.shipo-tz.org). So far, the SMART Centre approach has focused on rural areas with some 
small towns where there is sufficient demand and capacity to establish a viable supply chain. Similar 
approaches are followed by other NGOs such as Welthungerhilfe and EMAS. 

- In Kenya, specific WASH credits were successfully provided offering tailor-made microfinance 
products which are linked with purchasing specific affordable WASH products, e.g. plastic tanks 
provided by the local private sector (Gupta and Labh, 2016). 

It needs to be emphasised that Self-supply solutions and related support services might not be applicable in 
all contexts due to physical and hydrogeological limitations. However, in many countries in SSA, e.g. in 
Zambia or Zimbabwe, about 50-70% of the people living in rural areas could be served by Self-supply 
sources.  

5 How can Self-supply be supported, and what are roles of actors involved? 

5.1 Roles of actors in supported Self-supply 

Self-supply and its support services should follow the logic of a market-based approach. The support ser-
vices strive to strengthen the demand and the supply side as well as the enabling environment (see figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: Core elements required to support Self-supply 

It is important to realise that supporting Self-supply, as is the case with any other market development activ-
ity, needs time to establish and requires reliable funding (Olschewski, van Donk, Maillo, 2015). Monitoring 
and steering of programmes need to consider that decisions for investments and performance of service 
delivery are driven by households and the local private sector, hence more adaptive M&E and management 
approaches are needed. 
 
Compared to conventional communal supply approaches where water infrastructure is often planned, pro-

Technical assistance, reliable funding, M&E, policy dialogue  over time

Coordination, 
exchange, 

capitalizing from 
synergies with 

other initiatives

http://www.smartcentregroup.com/
http://www.shipo-tz.org/
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vided and funded fully by government agencies or donors, the planning process and funding flows and roles 
in Supported Self-supply are different as the improvements are demand-driven and based on a market inter-
action between owners and the local private sector. Support organisations such as local NGOs or local utili-
ties play an important role as facilitators in the initial stages of this acceleration process as they provide e.g. 
capacity development of the local private sector and offer financing services for rural households to invest 
in WASH (see Figure 4).  

 
Figure 4: Roles of actors involved in supported Self-supply 

Table 2: Example of principal stakeholder roles in supported Self-supply 

 
The roles of actors in Self-supply are very different from the communal supply approach, e.g. government is 
no longer in the implementing role but acts as facilitator and regulator. To take Self-supply forward, it is 
important that all actors involved in providing support services take on the specific roles. This is particularly 
crucial to avoid competing approaches of government and other actors, as well as poor water quality and 
over-abstraction of water resources. 

 Government roles Government/ 
NGO roles 

Civil 
society/community 

Private sector 
(p/s) 

Owner / User  

Organisation - Ministries for water, health, community 
development, agriculture, & local government 

- (Local Government) 

- Communities, 
households 

- WASH committees 

- Area pump 
menders, well 
diggers, masons, 
pump 
manufacturers 

- Households, 
families, persons 

Technical 
Elements 
 

- Prioritising areas  

- Setting standards 

- Technical research  

- Advisory services 

- Training  materials  

- Training. 

- Ensuring supply 
chain 

- Technology choice  

- Maintaining supplies 

- Seeking better service 

- Adopting HWTS 

- Offering new 
technologies  

- improved 
services/skills 

- Quality spares 
provision 

- Informed  
choice on 
options 

Financial - Budgeting indirect 
support services 

- Seed funds for MFIs 

- Establishing or 
incorporating local 
MFIs 

- Community savings 
schemes 

- Investment in water 

- Business 
development 

- Credit systems 

- Owning means 
or borrowed 
means to pay for 
products and 
services 

Private 
sector 

- Entrepreneur 
accreditation   

- Social marketing 

- training LG  

- training p/s 

- marketing 
strategies 

- Using qualified 
artisans 

- leading by example 

- Service association 

- Creating 
competition 

- Client of local 
private sector 

Policy - Enabling policies,   

- Expanding staff roles  

- Subsidy rules  

- Tax incentives to p/s 

- Law and Order 

- Advocacy to 
politicians  

- Strategies for 
marginalised 
/vulnerable 

- Lobbying councillors 
for support 

- Lobbying 
councillors for 
support 

- Access to safe 
water / Human 
Right to Water  

M+E - WP Inventories 
including Self-supply 

- Policy re-evaluation 

- Monitoring 

- Progress analysis  

- Strategy evaluation 

- Information exchange - Recording 
progress/ 
problems  

- Quality checks, 
communicating 
satisfaction level 

Household(s)

Demand side for 
products and services

Local Private Sector

Supply side of goods and 
services (e.g. welder, well 
diggers, drillers, masons, 

retail shops, MFI)

Local 

Government

NGO
(Support 

Organisations)

FACILITATOR

REGULATOR

Policy, regulation, 
information, 
supervision, M&E, 
training, support, 
facilitation

Horizontal 
and vertical

learning

National 

Government

Request& 
Payment

Product & 
service 
delivery
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Whereas the roles of actors in supporting Self-supply might be quite clear, the way of triggering the uptake 
will differ very much depending from case to case and context. The process of planning and implementing 
programmes for Self-supply will take key stakeholders through a couple of steps which are very specific and 
different from planning communal water supplies (Smits and Sutton 2015). Within government, different 
Ministries might take on the initiative to trigger Self-supply, such as the Ministries of Health, of Water, or of 
Water Resources (Sutton 2015; http://www.rural-water-supply.net/en/resources/details/662). Implementa-
tion modalities for Supported Self-supply very much depend on the context, in particular hydrogeology, the 
situation concerning water security as well as the socio-economic conditions. There is no global blueprint 
for the setup of a Self-supply support programme.  

5.2 Potential synergies with other initiatives  

To increase the impact of support services for Self-supply and to make best use of limited resources, the 
potential of synergies by linking closer with initiatives and programmers in the field of food security, health 
and hygiene promotion or employment or microfinance should be assessed and utilised. In particular, initia-
tives in the field of Multiple Use of Water Services (MUS) offer a great potential to offer synergies for pro-
motion and establishing a viable supply chain for Self-supply for domestic and productive use. Support ser-
vices provided for Community-approaches to Total Sanitation (CATS) should be assessed in detail, as they 
have similarities with water-related Self-supply. Following former research (Harvey 2011), more options are 
currently being explored in Zambia on how CATS and Self-supply for water could be combined.  

6 What are the costs for supporting Self-supply? 
In a recent review on Supported Self-supply in Zambia and Zimbabwe, the costs for government to provide 
support services for Self-supply were calculated (Olschewski 2016). Using the cost figures of the so-called 
Life Cycle Cost Method the costs for achieving universal access in rural areas were calculated and compared 
by following the Communal Water supply approach (CWP) alone and by following a mixed approach (CWP 
and supported Self-supply where feasible). Based on the actual cost figures in these countries, the specific 
costs for government are about 40 US$/cap for CWP if 250 persons are served per water point and about 
10 US$/cap for support services for Self-supply.  
 
Another example comes from Zimbabwe, where for the Upgraded Family Wells the investment costs for 
the family are about 250-300 US$/well. Only if families had dug and fully lined their well up to the top did 
they become eligible to access the in-kind subsidy (mostly cement, a lid and windlass), which was worth 50-
60 US$/well. This level of public investments is low (around 10 US$/cap in Zimbabwe) compared to com-
munity water supplies (about 40 US$/cap for the example of Zimbabwe). As shown in Figure 5, the gov-
ernment needs to spend less than 50% of LCC if a mixed approach is followed to achieve the SDGs in rural 
areas, compared to the costs if only CWP approach is followed. Parts of the reduced costs for government 
are covered by the households as they invest in the wells; however, the biggest parts of the reduced costs are 
due to the fact that in rural areas with low population density, Self-supply solutions are much more cost ef-
fective than CWP solutions which are imposed to all contexts. In remote rural areas, the costs per capita will 
increase exponentially where the number of population served per community water point is decreasing (see 
Sutton and Olschewski 2016). 

 
Figure 5: Costs in [million US$] for government for achieving SDG by following two different approaches (data for Zimbabwe) 
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7 Supported Self-supply and the Human Right to Water  
Readers may ask: How does the Supported Self-supply approach align with the Human Rights approach, 
considering the fact that domestic finances through households are quite substantial? Does Supported Self-
supply exempt government from its duties to provide safe water? The short answer is: No – not at all! Ac-
cording the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Right to Water and Sanitation, Dr. Leo Heller, supported 
Self-supply is one of the service delivery approaches which can support achieving the Human Right to Wa-
ter as the Human Right to Water can also be achieved by progressive realisation (Heller 2015). In particular, 
the UN Special Rapporteur clarified that government does not necessarily have to provide water directly but 
that it has clear roles to take on to ensure universal access to safe water for all. 

In the area of regulation, government might need to develop specific standards for services and technologies 
used at household level which may be different from standards for communal supplies. Support services 
provided by government might also include financial support through targeted subsidies to ensure that the 
very poor can also benefit from the Supported Self-supply approach. Smart subsidies may include in-kind 
contribution of input materials for the construction and also to stimulate market development in rural areas, 
as was shown in Zimbabwe. However, subsidies need to be targeted in terms of audience and purpose as 
well and limited in scope in order not to lead to market distortions.  

8 Which technologies fit the Self-supply approach? 

It is important to understand that Supported Self-supply is a service delivery model and is not linked to a 
specific technology. Specific technologies such as manual drilling can be used for any service delivery model. 
Just like manual drilling is often used instead of mechanical drilling to cut costs for drilling boreholes, this 
could also suggest itself in Self-supply or for communal supply schemes. 

The choices of technologies which are applicable for Self-supply depend very much on the hydrogeological 
context, and only some technologies may be suitable in all contexts. In countries such as Zambia or Zimba-
bwe, where the level of use of improved sources for rural population is still very low (51% improved 
sources and 67 %, respectively), Self-supply could be a viable option in about 40-60% of the rural areas.  

Self-supply and the technologies used in this approach are not a silver bullet which works in all contexts and 
might not be sufficient to provide service for all in an increasing rural population. However, apart from cri-
teria such as applicability, there are more factors influencing uptake of technologies by households. Context 
specific assessments should be conducted to identify the adequate choice of technologies which are suitable 
as a basis of the service envisaged (see www.washtechnologies.net). 

Depending on the context, a wide range of technical options could potentially be applied in Self-supply. As 
most rural areas depend on subsistence farming, they have irregular incomes which might not be available as 
cash throughout the year. Affordability is a challenge, and social infrastructure such as MFI services are of-
ten not available. Due to lack of regular incomes, rural families are often not eligible to access loans (see for 
Sierra Leone: http://www.washlearningsl.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Self-supply-Financing-
Report-Final.pdf). Therefore, households mostly tend invest in low cost technologies, which can be upgrad-
ed gradually, such as  

- improving traditional wells e.g. by putting cover on or providing additional lining,  

- fixing simple pumps on wells,  

- installing rainwater harvesting systems and small storage tanks,  

- implementing self-funded extensions of piped systems or  

- using household water treatment.  

-  

http://www.washtechnologies.net/
http://www.washlearningsl.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Self-supply-Financing-Report-Final.pdf
http://www.washlearningsl.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Self-supply-Financing-Report-Final.pdf
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From left to right: EMAS overhead tank for shower; upgraded family well; rope pump working for 6 years; solar pump for 

multiple use of water 

 

Self-supply is not limited to a particular socio-economic context. However as some regions will benefit from 
social economic development, households might strive to move up the ladder faster. They will be investing 
in more aspirational products which provide more convenience or more benefits, e.g. solar-powered pumps 
for irrigation which also produce energy for housing. In these areas the local private sector will develop 
stronger. As in most areas, Self-supply is linked to market-based approaches, the support services will in-
clude components of market research, documentation and shared learning. In most areas, some support for 
establishing affordable financing mechanisms e.g. loan schemes will also be needed as households often 
struggle to pay for investment costs in one go. 

9 How to deal with potential issues around water quality 

Many Self-supply water sources, particularly in SSA, use shallow groundwater. The quality of water in shal-
low groundwater wells can be threatened by impact of uncontrolled waste disposal, leakages from latrines or 
inappropriate discharge of other wastewater, and in particular by poor hygienic conditions around the well, 
e.g. cracks in slabs and aprons. Water sources at the lower level of the water ladder are expected to have 
poorer water quality than at the higher end of the ladder. Findings from recent studies actually show that 
unprotected shallow wells do have mixed water quality which is often of poorer quality than in so-called 
“improved“ sources. However, these studies also confirmed that even smaller improvements of the well 
heads of hand dug wells lead to a major increase in water quality (Sutton, Butterworth, Mekonta, 2012).  

Nevertheless, there is increasing evidence that almost all rural water supply options might be prone to risk 
of contamination and not all “improved” sources provide safe water. Data from a recently published review 
(Bain et al 2014) showed that in 38% of 191 studies > 25% of samples of improved systems, including from 
piped systems, exceeded the WHO standard (Bain et al 2014). The study results indicate that there is a high 
risk that, even in improved sources, the assumed level of safe water quality is overestimated. These findings 
also highlight the fact that the principle of the water ladder is valid to a certain extend (Clasen et al 2015), 
and that improved sources show better water quality in general than “unimproved” sources. However, the 
study results furthermore indicate that reaching the ”improved” level is not sufficient to ensure safe water. 
These findings highlight the fact that, to ensure safe water, good hygiene behaviour and good management 
of the water source according to the principles of the “Water Safety Plan” are needed for all supplies, no 
matter what type of water source is involved. Hygiene education also needs to address the risks of contami-
nation between well and point of use. The containers used and hygiene behaviour of persons involved in 
transportation Mseem to be among the major contamination sources (Wright et al 2004).  

Consequently, WHO recommends including the promotion of HWTS and hygiene promotion in any rural 
water supply system (WHO 2015). These findings support the need to foster a multi-pronged approach for 
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achieving access to safe water (Bain et al 2014). Future water supply strategies also have to strengthen quali-
ty measurement measures (monitoring) as well as sanitary status inspection as proposed in the Water Safety 
Plans and comprehensive hygiene education, e.g. along the principles of the Community Health Club 
(CHC) (Waterkeyn and Cairncross 2005). These soft measures are a necessary prerequisite and component 
of any investment project targeted to achieve SDGs. Monitoring procedures need to be adapted to include 
Self-supply water sources in national monitoring systems, which should allow for better follow-up progress 
and status of water quality.  

10 Conclusion and recommendations 
There is ample evidence that Supported Self-supply offers a large potential as a complementary service de-
livery mechanisms and as a powerful approach to achieve full coverage to drinking water, as well as to other 
targets of the SDGs. Self-supply is not applicable in all regions. However, in those areas where Supported 
Self-supply is an option, following a mixed approach using both communal supply and Supported Self-
supply will allow stakeholders to reduce costs by almost 50%. Moreover, such a mixed approached is prob-
ably the only technically and financially feasible way to gain access to the hard-to-reach, the people living in 
sparsely populated rural locations. However, stakeholders (in particular government entities, donor agencies 
and NGOs) need to take on clear roles and invest sufficient resources to ensure that Human Right princi-
ples are adhered to, e.g. to ensure that all people have access to safe water. There is no global blueprint on 
how to trigger and develop Self-supply, but a growing body of positive experiences is emerging, and inspir-
ing initiatives are underway. So far, there is little understanding in the sector on the potential of Supported 
Self-supply and how it may be implemented. Government, donors and the local private sector should start 
building up more evidence-based knowhow and establish learning mechanisms to assess the context-
specific potential for Self-supply and to understand how Self-supply in the different regions could be best 
supported and monitored. With the evidence at hand, we do not see how the SDGs can be achieved with-
out Supported Self-supply. 
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Annex  
 
Practical field tested resources exist to support future Self-supply initiatives 
There are already quite a lot of resources available in the public domain or at low cost which can be used to 
plan and guide through a programme for supporting Self-supply. A set of guiding blocks is presented for 
both contexts which are suitable in different contexts, the more government- led approach and the more 
business-led approach (Olschewski 2016). Apart from this there is a wealth of literature on specific technol-
ogies, on financing approaches and, increasingly, on business models. Three particular tools are shared here 
which were developed or updated recently: 

 Ethiopia: manual for Accelerating Self-supply (Ministry of Water and Energy, 2014):  

http://www.rural-water-supply.net/_ressources/documents/default/1-628-2-1413877896.pdf 

(guidance for different steps of scaling up Self-supply) 

 WASHTech (2013): Technology Applicability Framework (TAF): www.washtechnologies.net 
(field-tested method to assess applicability and scalability of specific WASH technologies) includ-
ing guidance document on Technology Introduction TIP) 

 Sutton, S. and Nkoloma, H. (2003): Encouraging Change –Practical guidelines for fieldworkers 
(TALC Publishing) 

http://www.talcuk.org/books/encouraging-change-sustainable-steps-in-water-supply-sanitation-
and-hygiene-2nd-edition.htm 

(practical guidelines on basic technologies suitable for low cost Self-supply interventions) 

 
More documentation on self-supply and support services e.g. case studies is available on www.rural-water-
supply.net or in the library of the RWSN Dgroup for “Accelerating Self-supply”. 
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