


WATER, SANITATION, AND HYGIENE COMMITTEE (WASHCO) 

LEGALIZATION FOR THE SUSTAINABILIT Y  OF WATER SUPPLY 

SERVICES: A COMPARATIVE STUDY IN SNNP, OROMIA, AND 

AMHARA REGIONS 

BACKGROUND 

In 2019, Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) Ethiopia commissioned this study to draw tangible evidence on the 
implementation of Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Committee (WASHCO) legalization and their contribution to schemes 
sustainability. It also aimed to identify gaps and draw evidence on the application of policies on WASH, one of the four 
prOgramme priorities for NCA Ethiopia. The study was conducted in three woredas of three regions, namely Ankober 
Woreda in Amhara Region; Arsi Negele Woreda in Oromia Region and Kindo Koysha Woreda in Southern Nations, 
Nationalities, and Peoples (SNNP). The study employed both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. The 
qualitative phase comprised 12 Focus Group Discussions (FGD) and 29 Key Informant Interviews (KIi). More than 241 
people participated in the FGD and KIi, and an additional 263 households participated in quantitative surveys. 

DRIVERS OF WASHCO LEGALIZATION 

The National Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) Inventory conducted in 2011 (MoWIE) showed a 27% mal-
functionality rate in WASH schemes, in which poor ownership and financial mismanagement were among the key 
contributing factors. Above all, there was no/limited transparency and accountability in revenue collection and 
expenditure and misuse of collected fees. The different spare parts supply chain initiatives were not fruitful as it was 
difficult to institutionally communicate with the grass-root needs. 

The challenges for the sustainability of water supply schemes, in general, were aggravated by government capacity 
limitation, users' limited capacity in operation and maintenance cost recovery, spare parts supply chain coupled with 
hydrological conditions. Even though the cascaded government offices have decentralized mandates and 
responsibilities, the different government offices are not able to fully execute their responsibilities and duties due to a 
shortage of budget, logistics, transportation, and operation and maintenance staff both in quantity and quality. Duty 
bearers are also interested in new constructions than in working on post-implementation WASH governance, mainly to 
address other populations that do not have access to potable water supply and due to budget limitation. Other 
challenges include the absence of a clear design period designation for the different scheme types, limited 
representation in lower government level (kebele), lack of efficient and stable institutions, limited access to and 
increasing cost of spare parts, and gradual water source depletion. 

The cumulative result of this has contributed to poor WASH governance. Hence, the WASH CO legalization 
proclamation set in 2011 by the Ministry of Water, Irrigation, and Electricity (MoWIE) is expected to facilitate the 
activities of the associations and empower them by giving legal entity to the associations, federations, and boards which 
tackles major issues related to sustainability. 



In the Amhara region, the steps followed in association legalization are similar to the SNNP region. The major differences are, 
first, the region adopted regulation No. 94/2012 which advocates for the formation of WASHCO at the water point level as well. 
Second, schemes are categorized into eight different categories largely based on their size and number of kebeles crossed. 
Third, WASCHOs are formed both at the water point and scheme/source levels. Fourth, the catchment map of the association is 
delineated, and interim committees are formed for facilitation. 

In the Oromia region, the administration had proclaimed the establishment and administration of rural potable water supply 
service organization with proclamation No. 152/2009. This proclamation helped in the formation of a somewhat successful 24 
utility type big rural water supply WASHCO and boards. Now, the region is developing successive legislation for regulation and 
directive based on the new WASHCO legalization approach to address the more than 87,239 water supply schemes in the region.

STUDY FINDINGS 

Factors for WASHCO Legalization 

The National Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) Inventory conducted in 2011 (fv1oWIE) showed a 27% 
mal-functionality rate in WASH schemes, in which poor ownership and financial mismanagement were among the key 
contributing factors. Above all, there was no/limited transparency and accountability in fee collection and expenditure. 
The different spare parts supply chain initiatives were not functional as it was difficult to institutionally communicate with 
the grass-root needs. 

The challenges for the sustainability of water supply schemes, in general, were aggravated by government capacity 
limitation, users' limited capacity in operation and maintenance cost recovery, spare parts supply chain coupled with eco-
hydrological conditions. Even though the cascaded government offices have decentralized mandates and responsibilities, 
the different government offices are not able to fully execute their responsibilities and duties due to a shortage of budget, 
logistics, transportation, and operation and maintenance staff both in quantity and quality Duty bearers are also 
interested in new constructions than 
in working on post-implementation WASH governance, mainly to address other populations that do not 
have access to potable water supply and due to budget limitation. Other challenges include the absence 
of a clear design period designation for the different scheme types, limited representation in lower government level 
(kebele), lack of efficient and stable institutions, limited access to and increasing cost of spare parts, and gradual water 
source depletion. 

The cumulative result of this has contributed to poor WASH governance. Hence, the WASHCO legalization proclamation 
set in 2011 by the Ministry of Water, Irrigation, and Electricity (fv1oWIE) is expected to facilitate the activities of the 
associations and empower them by giving legal entity to the associations, federations, and boards which tackles major 
issues related to sustainability 



WASHCO Legalization Practices 

WASHCO legalization in the SNNP region was supported by UNICEF. UNICEF selected one woreda in each of the then 13 
zones and conducted WASHCO legalization. The intention was to scale up the experiences of these model woredas to the 
other woredas. Accordingly, out of the 31,920 schemes in the region, around 13,502 (42.3%) were legalized by the end of 
2019 (SNNP Regional Water Bureau, 2019). Some woredas such as Kinda Koysha woreda in Wolaita Zone managed to fully 
legalize all WASHCOs in the Woreda. Even though the region has adopted directives No.10212012 & 102/2015, it largely 
used the latter which focuses on associating and federating schemes at kebele level. Because of this, the region has faced 
difficulties in legalizing cross-kebele and cross-woreda rural piped schemes and now preparing another regulation and 
directives to accommodate this. In the Amhara region, the WASHCO legalization process wos started in 
the Finn WASH (Currently COWASH) program areas at the region in 2010. Following the good experiences 
obtained with the Finn WASH program, the region formulated a directive in 2012 to adopt Proclamation No. 788/2071 and 
Regulation No. 94/2072. 

Consequently, out of 85,777 schemes, around 7,500 were legalized until 2079. However, adoption has been slow. For 
instance, only one scheme out of 472 schemes in Ankober woreda is organized at the association level as per WASHCO 
legalization. The major challenges for WASHCO legalization include little attention to the implementation of WASHco 
legalization in the beginning and budget limitation to deploy staff for promotion and formulation. With regards to the 
Oromia region, regulations and directives are underway for WASH legalization based on the new approach (2012 
WASHCO Proclamations of SNNP and Amhara regions).
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Comparison of Different Water Supply Schemes Sustainability-Based on Afford-ability and 
Complexity 

Scheme sustainability depends on different project-based factors (construction quality, management, and access to spare parts) and 
natural factors (highlands have more accessible water resources than lowlands), as well as on the institutional arrangements for 
operation and maintenance. The majority of the water supply schemes in the visited regions, as well as in the country are spot 
springs; hand-dug wells, and drilled shallow wells with a hand pump; borehole with distribution networks; springs with small, 
medium and large distribution networks; and surface water sources. 

Spring sources are the most sustainable as they require less or no water-lifting machines, are easy to operate 
and manage, and less costly to run. The second most sustainable schemes are hand-dug wells and drilled shallow wells fitted 
with a hand pump as they can be handled by a decentralized village level operation and maintenance capacity. The above sets 
of schemes are abundant in the country due to their relative easiness of construction 
and management. For instance, in 2076, around 877% of the water supply schemes were on spot springs and 
hand pumps fitted with hand-dug and machine drilled wells, respectively, in the SNNP region (Ministry of Water, Irrigation 
and Electricity, 2079). 

The third sets of schemes are borehole based. These types of schemes are more complex for operation and management. The 
fast-moving and tearing items in pumps and generators are susceptible to damage. More challenging is the operation and 
maintenance cost recovery, especially the fuel or energy cost. Nonetheless, boreholes are probably the most commonly used 
water sources in semi-arid and arid areas that constitute 65% 
of the country. Finally, even though they are not common in rural water supply, the less preferred and complex to manage 
schemes are surface water-based (impounding dam), though the management cost, and especially the water treatment cost 
may be beyond the paying capacity of rural communities. 

Contributions of WASHCO Legalization to Scheme Sustainability 

According to the research, it was understood that in the schemes that are administered by legalized WASHCOs, there is a 
relatively fast maintenance, mostly within a week; self-maintenance capacity; better and timely fee collection; good banking 
system; little or no illegal money withdrawal, better accountability, and transparency to preserve communal resources. For 
instance, while all (700%) of the legalized Hanaze Federation members (in SNNP) reported that their schemes are maintained 
by their scheme caretakers which are not paid workers, none of the non-legalized Mehal Wenz WASHCO in Amhara region 
scheme user caretakers carry out maintenance because they do not have sufficient training and maintenance tools. Moreover, 
while 93.3% of the survey respondents from the legalized WASHCO kebele in the Amhara region agreed that their scheme 
caretakers can maintain their schemes, 917% of those in the non-legalized WASHCO kebele in the same woreda did not. 
Similarly, even though 97% of the survey respondents from the legalized WASHCO kebele in the SNNP region expressed 
confidence in the sustainability of their scheme association, none of those in the non-legalized WASHCO kebele in Amhara 
region did. 



During focus group discussions and key informant interviews, study participants indicated that in the schemes that are 
administered by legalized WASHCOs, there is: 

• Immediate maintenance, mostly within a week;
• Self-maintenance capacity;
• Better and timely fee collection;
• Good banking system;
• Immediate response to users' request;
• Relatively minimal/no illegal money withdrawal;
• Better accountability and transparency, as well as favorable conditions for judiciary steps in cases of misuse

• Better accountability to preserve communal resources;
• Representation in government structure: In some coses, legalized WASHCOs serve as Woreda Water office

representatives at Kebele level.

Results in WASHCO Legalization 

According to the study finding, legalization has brought tangible results in the SNNP region. Based on the visited zone and 
woredo sector office reports, WASHCO legalization has contributed to a sense of ownership on schemes, improved 
awareness, and water-saving and management; active user fee collection and saving(; improved financial management; 
accountability; awareness of committee and user duties and responsibilities; and improved self-maintenance. Whereas, 
nearly, all of the visited 72 schemes in Kinda Koysha woreda were not collecting user fees before legalization. The table 
below illustrates the differences between a legalized WASHCO in SNNP Region and a non-legalized WASHCO in Amhara Regian 
with equivalent scheme types. 

Sr. Region Amhara SNNP 

No 

Woreda � Kimtll.�mi-
2 Project Name M.��� Doge 

l._ijJ;QWl;tij.J!ilt!-

3 Legalization Status Non-Legalized Legalized 

4 Presence of legal certificate No Yes 

5 Training and awareness of by-law No Yes 

6 Presence of bank account No Yes 

7 Committee collects tariff timely No Yes 

8 Committee buys spare parts No Yes 

9 Committee has maintenance tools No Yes 
10 Maintenance is done by the committee members No {by woredal Yes 

11 Deposit at bank IETBI 0 12.500 

12 Presence of Point WASH CO Yes Yes 

13 Presence of federation or board No Yes 

14 Conflict of interest among different water point users Serious Little 

15 WASHCOs have a term limit Not clear Yes 

16 Organize meetings No Yes, three months 
17 WASHCO"s service time as a group Shorter Longer 

18 Reduced burden of follow up by woreda Not yet Yes 



Challenges faced in the process of WASH CO legalization 

The study findings reveal that regions neither have annual plans nor budget for WASHCO legalization. Currently, no other NGO is 
supporting WASHCO legalization except for UNICEF The ongoing legalization is done along with the operation, maintenance, and 
follow up works. There is a little endeavor to install semi-professional paid executive bodies in the legalized rural piped schemes. 
The cumulative effects of the limitations have resulted in under-performing WASHCO legalization in contrast to the GTP II plan which 
envisioned 100% legalization of all the WASHCO in the country by the end of June 2020. The Ministry of Water, Irrigation, and 
Energy (MoWIE) believes population growth coupled with a short service time of water supply schemes are main Challenges. Hence, 
the MoWIE proposes the injection of more money for the short term and encouraging self-help projects and the use of the available 
resources in the long term. 

Womens Involvement and their Contribution to Scheme Sustainability 

Despite regulations and directions which advocate for 50% women representation and their empowerment in WASH institutions, 
none of the schemes in the visited areas had 50% representation of women. Moreover, none of the 30 WASHCOs, associations, 
federations, or boards have women at the helm of decision making. All of the chairperson positions were filled by men. Reasons 
for the below required representation of women include cultural norms that limit women to take on such positions outside of the 
home which restrains mobility and decision-making power. 

Partners Contribution to WASHCO Legalization and Scheme Sustainability 

The study identified that NGOs such as WaterAid and Finn WASH (currently COWASH) have been contributing 
to WASHCO legalization. However, not all NGOs are invested in such policy influencing endeavors. The study shows that 
partners and stakeholders largely focus on the construction of schemes, community organization, completion, and hand over. 
Besides, delays in project implementation due to various reasons are squeezing NGOs during their tenure and leaving little 
time for the lengthy process of WASHCO organization. 

Assessment of Community-Based Organizations in WASH Facility Management 

In the project areas, community-based organizations are active in mobilizing community members during construction, 
fencing, and other management works of WASH schemes. When matching funds are required by WASH scheme funders, it is 
usually the community-based organizations that raise the money Their strength stems from them being indigenous 
organizations, and hence their commitment to serve their local communities.

Scaling Up to Other Regions 

As per the Ministry of Water, Irrigation, and Electricity, all regions have issued proclamations for WASHCO legalization. 
Following the proclamation, some regions have developed and issued regulations and directives 
by elaborating on the proclamation. However, only SNNP, Benishangul-Gumuz, and Amhara regions have drafted regulations and 
directives to implement the proclamation while other regions including Oromia are in the process of drafting regulations and 
directives and are obtaining experiences from other regions such as SNNP 



CONCLUSION 

So far, the different regions are preparing proclamations, regulations, and directives. There is no general framework at the 
federal level which guides on how to form boards, federations, and associations. Some regions such as Oromia have a good 
experience in institutionalizing a few bigger rural piped schemes but are behind in handling medium and smaller schemes. In 
contrast, the SNNP region has specialized in organizing on-spot and small rural piped schemes, while having challenges in 
institutionalizing bigger multi-kebele Rural Piped System. Currently, the remaining regions, including Oromia Region are in 
the process of preparing directives and regulations, hence, preparing a general federal level framework that will help frame 
the nationwide approach. 

The WASHCO legalization proclamations, regulations, and directives are needed as tens of thousands of water fees collected by 
WASHCO members used to be misused and recovering it was not possible as there were no legally binding laws for the court 
of justice. There was also no system of accountability and transparency in revenue collection and expenditure. It was not 
possible to address and facilitate spare parts supply chain and conflicts of interests among the WASHCOs. To date, out of the 
249,931 schemes available nationwide, 13,502 in SNNP and 1,500 in the Amhara region are legalized as per the new 
directive. This does not include the utility type and well-administered big rural piped schemes available in each region, most of 
which are in Oromia. Those in Benshangul Gumuz are hanging over at woreda level and additional works are being made to 
scale them down to kebele and scheme level. Apart from these, all the remaining regions are processing regulations and 
directives for WASHCO legalization. Concerning the challenges in WASHCO legalization, sector offices have no budget nor 
annual plans. It is being implemented with other priorities or through NGO intervention. 

Moreover, legalized WASHCOs are yet to recruit semi-professional staff for day to day activities, even though the need is 
arising in rural piped and federated schemes as their tariffs are largely too small to accommodate paid staff. Despite, the 
provisions in policies, strategies, regulations, and directives, women's participation and the 50% quota requirement are 
not met. Moreover, even the initially selected members are gradually removed due to reasons related to poor 
participation, absenteeism in meetings, and limited capacity. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• There is no general framework at the federal level that guides on how to form boards, federations, and associations. 
There are differences in the processes and outcomes of WASHCO legalization, as seen among Benishangul Gumuz, 
SNNP, and Amhara regions. In Benishangul Gumuz Region, WASHCO legalization is conducted at woreda level, while the 
SNNP region is facing difficulty in organizing cross-kebele and cross-woreda rural piped scheme associations. 
Moreover, while the Amhara region is forming WASHCOs at scheme and water point levels, the SNNP region is forming only 
at the scheme level. On the other hand, the remaining regions, including Oromia are in the process of preparing directives 
and regulations. Hence, preparing a general framework at the federal level will help outline the process of WASHCO 
legalization.

• The government should take measures in promoting full operation and maintenance cost recovery systems and streamlining 

NGOs towards this.



• The government should emphasize sustaining projects that are handed over to it by different implementers. This
includes equipping the different operation and maintenance sections, both with human power and logistics.
Furthermore, extending the water sector institutions to kebele level as education, agriculture, and health sectors
to link them with the grass root community will be crucial for enhancing engagement.

• Despite the extensive financial investment, the government cannot address the needs of its people as it cannot
match the population growth rate. In the long term, different levels of government sector offices should
promote self-help projects, conservation, and protection along with the existing sources. Moreover, the
government alone may not cover the expenses for WASHCO legalization. Hence, coordinate with different
donors and implementers for the WASHCO legalization process will be vital.

• Duty bearers should provide equal emphasis and budget for water supply schemes management, as new
constructions; link the different associations and federations to spare parts supply chain actors (for instance
building material shops) and to financial organizations so that they can save and get credit for maintenance;
provide follow up to the already formed association scheme users; ensure project follow-ups include
monitoring on WASH governance, in addition to physical implementation; conduct periodic auditing to
legalized WASHCOs, and address gender inequality and bring women to decision making positions.

• Community members should increase commitment to setting workable water tariffs.

• NGOs should stay updated on government strategies and regulations and any subsequent revisions .

••• 
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