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	Abstract.  Self supply is a rural water strategy rather than just low cost technologies.  It builds on the largely un-recognised but great investment rural people have already made in their own water supplies, especially at household level. Particularly in areas where communal approaches are of questionable sustainability, people can be encouraged to improve their own supplies rather than remaining dependent on the timing and policies of donors and governments.  Improvements may be to water quality and/or to access, and are based on two principles -  

1. Working more within, and expanding,  the realms of what people can do for themselves,  

2. Breaking down activities into more affordable and sustainable steps, which progressively reach towards the desired end-point of safe, accessible supply.  
These principles offer a powerful addition to communal options which could accelerate progress towards MDGs. People have traditionally shown a will to invest in water–  with inadequate donor and government funds and progress, why do we ignore their potential? 



BACKGROUND
There is growing awareness that sub Saharan Africa is falling behind in efforts to reach the MDG target for rural water supply. Rates of progress have been around 0.75% increase in coverage per year, whilst the rate now needed exceeds 2% a year, so people will be waiting much longer for conventionally improved supplies than planned.  It would also seem that our chosen technology options, whilst satisfying the pre-occupation with numbers, may more often provide poorer delivery, and lesser water quality and sustainability than assumed by designers.
We have designed technical solutions to provide improved water supply  and incorporated them into MDG indicators with limited consideration for the values and skills of those who will use them, or the effects of such targets on private initiatives to improve supply.  Such solutions cost so much that they require communal ownership of a resource that is often traditionally privately owned. Limiting provision to a communal level which must theoretically conform to international standards implies systems which are donor dependent, since costs are generally not affordable to individuals or communities (and willingness to invest in communal rather than private enterprise is lower).
There are situations where only such expensive options are suitable, but there are also large parts of the continent where  other alternatives could be offered, allowing  people choices which can  better reflect their cultural, personal and technical constraints and preferences.  Recent studies (see References) in several sub-Saharan countries highlight the potential for broadening options and encouraging private investment in rural water supply.
SELF SUPPLY  AS A CONCEPT.
Self Supply seeks to build on private initiatives to improve water supply access and quality. Such initiatives exist all over Africa but tend to be ignored because many do not (or are perceived not) to conform to necessary standards to count as approved ‘coverage’.  But more than half the rural population use them, and rather than trying to reach the necessary standard in one unaffordable step, could that ‘more than half’ benefit also through the option of smaller steps* creating a ladder in  which each step reduces risks and increases benefits?  Such steps are shown by many individuals across Africa to be within their capacity both to finance and to maintain. Should we not therefore, especially in the light of insufficient global funds and sometimes questionable local sustainability of conventional supplies, look at how to encourage individual initiatives to fill the gap which is developing?  This means understanding better the degree to which people could do more to help themselves and how best to encourage them, both as investors and entrepreneurs.
INCREMENTAL IMPROVEMENTS
 Individual initiatives may be regarded as interim solutions, but with private ownership, the possibilities of continued improvement are much higher. Once the first investment has been made others are likely to follow.  Everyone is used to making step-by-step improvements to their house, and in the present day, the growth in the mobile phone market shows clearly that once people have a service, they seek ways to up-grade, if the information and equipment is available for them to do so.
With conventional communal  water supplies the tendency  is to define the technology available, train people to use and maintain it and then go away. There is very seldom any information given to assist in further up-grading – the philosophy being that those people are now ‘covered’ and can look after themselves. Combined with the problems of communal investment and decision-making, this means that very few communal supplies are improved much beyond the level reached with donor funds.  Ideas such as ‘surplus maintenance funds can be accumulated and invested so that in three years you could buy a solar pump’ or ‘with the income of a small vegetable garden  you could buy a low cost handpump’ rarely figure in community training, even though it could encourage and justify the accumulation of user funds, which is so often a problem.  Encouragement for and linkages to entrepreneurs who could promote improved levels of service are also not developed.
Yet within private investment various stages in a progression from -:
· unlined well with bucket and rope, 

· top lining and covers to keep out surface water and dirt
· pulley, windlass or shaduf to make water lifting easier
are found throughout Africa, as ,increasingly, is household water treatment.. 
More rare but still significant, are those individuals who have invested in handpumps* or submersible pumps with motors or electric supply, and in elevated storage initially for their own domestic and/or irrigation use, but then with taps for use by neighbours as well. Thus it can be seen that Self Supply is not limited to specific technologies but applies to a continuum of options and reflects more a spirit of individual  initiative and a progressive desire for improvement, rather than the rather unimaginative ‘one stop’ solution we tend to offer in communal supply.

These higher developments are limited not so much by lack of private financial resources but more by
· Lack of knowledge of options or of people to go to for advice

· Lack of private sector capacity to provide necessary service or equipment
· Unsupportive government policies including -:

· Subsidies to communal options which are so large that people would rather wait in hope for twenty years than make interim solutions
· Standardisation which does not allow advice on non-standard options (eg only high cost hand pumps by selected manufacturers)
· Reluctance to provide technical advice to private individuals

· Cultural barriers to cost recovery

· Lack of financing mechanisms to facilitate private investment 

ENCOURAGING  PRIVATE INVESTMENT.
The growth in mobile phone ownership can again be used as an example of how wrong we have been in estimating what people can afford.  Our mistake has been to ignore most marketing principles for water, in the strong belief that the need is so great that all we have to do is provide the means and define the product.  Mobile phone sales in Africa have increased ten-fold in four years, when in the same time we have been unable to provide more than 3% growth in rural water supply coverage. But what if we changed our approach? Are there any principles which we could borrow from mobile phone promotion to help us out? 

Analysis of the market suggests several points to bear in mind – and their relevance to water supply -:

· Mobile phones are not subsidised but people want them enough to find the means to reach a desired level of access – effective social marketing is vital*
· Phone companies are most concerned to get people on the ladder and have reduced threshold costs to encourage them – lower cost options are a first step, but seldom a permanent choice*
· Access is not a one stage process, but has several steps, starting from  buying air time, through renting a phone , owning and up-grading through a range of services –  improving ones level of service is a natural progression made easier through private ownership

· People can make money from providing access – selling mobile phone time is a popular income generator – income generation allows owners a higher level of service

· Higher levels of phone offer multiple benefits from a single investment – multiple use increases perceived value*
· A rise in ten mobile phone per 100 people boosts GDP by 0,6% - a classic example of technology helping people to help themselves -  water could be promoted better for its visible economic rather than just for its less visible health benefits. 

WATER AS A SPECIAL COMMODITY.
Applying marketing principles to water has its limitations especially if water is regarded as a right rather than an economic and social benefit.  However that does not negate the value of some of the above principles, and it also requires a better understanding of water as a commodity. Culturally, throughout almost all of Africa, water is regarded as a social right. Thus the owner of a supply chooses, or is generally obliged, to share it with surrounding households if they don’t have their own supply, or if they regard his/her supply as being better/ safer/ cooler than theirs. The sharing is generally without any form of payment, the only benefit being one of status, and perhaps a feeling of some level of non-financial indebtedness. Thus there is what could be regarded as an ideal situation – the efficiencies of private management providing a communal service. 
In more urban surroundings, or where there is a cost in power to lift water, there may be a charge per volume drawn.  Increasingly payment for water is being recognised as justified, as people pay for piped water and for handpump maintenance.  However it is very difficult in most cultures for rural well owners to ask their neighbours for payment, even thought they may incur high maintenance costs where too many people come to use the source. This seldom seems to be a dis-incentive to initial or further investment, but especially in water short areas people are beginning to make income from water. Such semi-commercial provision is almost always tempered by social mores, with charges waived for the disadvantaged, so providing a communal and financially sustainable supply from which exclusion is rare.

The view of water as a social benefit is not limited to well-owners. Most small-scale local entrepreneurs in rural areas do not regard their services as a highly profit-making exercise, often tailoring price to circumstance and having other more profitable sources of income.  Slowly, however, the idea of making money from providing  services to  those wanting to own an improved supply,  or in selling water to those prepared to buy convenience or quality, is catching on. It should be possible to stimulate this natural development, but it will require a better understanding of the interface between communal interests and private ownership, and between the dynamics of subsidy and of private enterprise. There is a golden goose out there, but we will need to tread carefully to nurture it effectively without killing it.
SCOPE FOR SELF SUPPLY.
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Throughout Africa approximately the same number of traditional wells are being constructed each year as there are new conventional wells and boreholes.  The following league table shows  the main countries with potential for encouragement to source up-grading, and further traditional well construction to higher standards.  As an example, Mali3 has over 200,000 traditional wells, most of which are privately owned. However as developments in Ethiopia* show, lack of existing wells does not always reflect lack of potential.
But it is not just in wells that private investment is being placed, but also in household rainwater harvesting systems and water treatment*, and in improved storage.  
Support to Self Supply needs to be mainly in up-grading local skills*, encouraging local private sector  support services,  working with governments to see what support is needed and how best to give it, and developing financial mechanisms to encourage investment, without distorting the market.
CONCLUSION
Rural water supply strategy could fruitfully look to encourage more local private investment into gradual improvement of supplies. This should include more prominence to household water treatment, especially for those on lower steps of the ladder. There should however be the four building blocks of technical advice, a strong private sector capacity and financing mechanisms developed within an enabling policy framework in place  to assist people to reach to any level of technology they wish, from bucket and rope to small piped water supplies, as many people have already shown to be possible.  We should be looking more at how to empower people to improve their water supplies by whatever means is available, whether it be communal or private, whether donor funded or from within people’s own means. This means increasing awareness of economic as well as health benefits and adopting some marketing principles to encourage a more dynamic sector driven by higher aspirations and more personal investment. To reach near to MDG targets requires complementary strategies which make best use of all available resources, and skills, from household level to international donor. – don’t let’s under-estimate what people could do and have done for themselves, and how improved supply can contribute to almost all MDGs. The question we should ask ourselves is how can we best achieve this dual approach?
The building blocks of Self Supply and user choice.
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 * denotes aspect in which a presentation is being given in the Accra forum (see proceedings).
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