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Switzerland is often referred to as Europe’s “Water
Tower” because many of the rivers and streams
that wind their way throughout Europe into differ-
ent seas have their sources here. With our water
reserves, we have a vital resource at our disposal
that is less abundant elsewhere – on a global 
level, freshwater is becoming a scarce resource.
The global population is growing and per capita 
water consumption is rising steadily. At the same
time, the quantity of freshwater on earth that is
available for use is decreasing because of factors
such as chemical and organic pollution and salt-
water intrusion into groundwater reserves. If water
consumption continues to grow at present rates,
two out of three people will experience water
shortages by the year 2025.
However, the world’s total freshwater reserves are
sufficient to meet all of our needs if we manage
them in better ways, and this poses one of the
great challenges for mankind in the 21st century.

Water-related issues have always been of central
concern in sustainable development. A holistic un-
derstanding of the water cycle is important: be-
sides ecological and economic significance, water
also has deep cultural and social meaning. Ever
since the creation of the Swiss Agency for De-
velopment and Cooperation, water supply prob-
lems have been a focus of attention. In order to do
justice to the principles of sustainable develop-
ment, we aim for an integrated approach in our
water projects by attempting to give balanced
consideration to socio-cultural, ecological, eco-
nomic, technological and institutional areas, as
well as to knowledge and standards. Access to
adequate water resources, drinking water sup-
plies and sanitation services are core areas of
concern in development cooperation (both in the

fight against poverty and in the drive for food se-
curity), and during the provision of humanitarian
assistance after natural or man-made disasters. 

In the framework of the International Year of Fresh-
water 2003 as declared by the UN, we are ac-
tively and strongly committed to playing a signifi-
cant role. We would like to inform as many people
as possible – in Switzerland and abroad – about
the links between water and development. We will
also make use of this occasion to organise our-
selves in terms of content and strategy, in order to
maximise our contributions to water-related devel-
opment issues well into the future. 

With this brochure, we undertake the first step to-
wards developing a truly comprehensive water
strategy. We present an overall view of the various
SDC competencies and activities in the water sup-
ply sector and we illustrate them with the aid of
specific examples. On the foundations of our long-
standing experience in the water sector and our
steadfast commitment towards priority countries,
we want to face the future. The experiences
gained in the field and the continued cooperation
with local partners provide the necessary ground-
ing for the strategy. 

Please allow yourselves to be inspired by the ex-
periences presented in this broschure, and dis-
cover the complexity and diversity of water and
development.

Walter Fust
Director Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC)
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PART I: INTRODUCTION

Cooperation as a Strategy

Already in the sixties and under the name of “Ser-
vice for Technical Cooperation”, the Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation was
engaged in the drinking water and sanitation sec-
tor. The majority of projects in developing coun-
tries were originally the result of private initiatives.
Right from the beginning, cooperation with non-
government organisations and local institutions
was an important component of the Swiss govern-
ment’s development strategy. The first sizeable
water project was the reaction to a severe drought
in India in 1965. By drilling for water and the sub-
sequent installation of hand pumps, Switzerland
made a valuable contribution in the struggle
against water shortages. The Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation helped to intro-
duce new methods in the procurement and supply
of drinking water, took on advisory functions and
delivered technical know-how. Close cooperation
also existed in research.

Extension and Specialisation

In the seventies, further water supply projects were
undertaken, and SDC began to specialise: water

was one of the basic elements to be promoted.
The directorship of Development Assistance at that
time (DEH) co-operated with UNICEF and com-
missioned organisations like the Swiss Association
for International Cooperation, Helvetas, Swissaid
and the Institute Universitaire d’Etudes du Déve-
loppement (IUED) with the technical realisation of
water projects.

From Irrigation to Integrated Use 
of Water

The sixties and early seventies were characterised
by a strong belief in the potency of technical solu-
tions. Many gigantic dams were built – supported
mainly by international financial institutions and
private enterprise – in order to build up water re-
serves and to boost the production of food. These
projects succeeded in turning large areas of tree-
covered land into farmland, thus ensuring food
and income for growing populations. Little atten-
tion was given to the social and ecological dam-
age that resulted from this practice. Countless
people were forcibly relocated without compen-
sation, forests were ruined and river courses were
changed – negatively affecting the local environ-
ments of entire regions. 

Looking Back: “Water for All” – the 
Engagement of SDC

Water-related issues have always been of central concern in development cooperat-
ion. Consequently, Switzerland is strongly committed to dealing with these issues res-
ponsibly in its bilateral programmes, in the framework of international negotiations
and in international initiatives. The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC) has been engaged in the water sector for more than 30 years.

Irrigation channel 
in Bolivia.
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World Water Council (WWC)

The World Water Council is the
International Water Policy Think
Tank dedicated to strengthening the
world water movement for an im-
proved management of the world’s
water resources. It seeks to promote
awareness and build political com-
mitment on critical water issues at
all levels, to facilitate the efficient
conservation, protection, develop-
ment, planning, management and
use of water in all its dimensions 
on an environmentally sustainable 
basis.

Micro-irrigation 
in Mali.

The Wastewater Problem 

For more than 50 years in most industrialised countries, wastewater has been collected in extensive
piped networks and drained into central locations. Ideally, the collected wastewater is processed
through treatment plants before being channelled back into nature. Such elaborate systems are tech-
nically challenging to build and to operate and they require large quantities of water in order to func-
tion. They rely on a consistent supply of electric power, they are costly to build and they are costly to
use because of the spare parts, energy and chemicals they consume during normal operation. The
widespread shortage of resources in developing countries means that such systems can only be built
in large urban centres and total or partial failures are commonplace. New and innovative approaches
are needed. 

SANDEC is the Department for Water and Sanitation in Developing Countries at the Swiss Federal 
Institute for Environmental Science and Technology (EAWAG). In cooperation with SDC, with the
“Water-Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council” and with various bilateral and multilateral 
partners, SANDEC is looking for new solutions in the field of wastewater management. 

With the “Household-Centred Environmental Sanitation” approach (HCES), attempts are being made
to address the sanitation problem as closely as possible to its source. Decentralised systems reduce the
need for the construction of kilometres of sewers and allow for the management of waste closer to
where it is generated. With the HCES approach, the quantity of water needed for safe disposal can
be reduced considerably. Additionally, the nutrients embodied in the waste can be reclaimed and put
to good use in farming. The introduction of separating toilets where faeces and urine are disposed of
separately is an important component to this approach and is being discussed not only in developing
countries, but also in Switzerland. 
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The shortcomings of this irrigation policy were
soon visible. This led some countries, among them
Switzerland, to address the problems of efficient
water use for farming, the conservation of rain wa-
ter and the equitable distribution of water rights.
Since water does not respect social or ecological
boundaries, the approach to a solution for these
problems had to be of an integral nature. There-
fore the eighties saw a phase of self-determination
and integrated development of water catchment
areas in South Asia, in Central Africa, as well as
in the Andean highlands of South America. In 
areas where irrigation programmes continued to
be supported, such as in Pakistan, Sri Lanka and
Ecuador, Switzerland increasingly advocated for
the strengthening of democratically organised wa-
ter-user groups. 

The Drinking Water Decade Points 
the Way

The eighties were proclaimed by the UN as “the
International Decade of Drinking Water and Sani-
tation”. Every woman, every man and every child
was to have access to safe drinking water in suffi-
cient quantities and to have access to adequate
sanitation services. It soon became obvious that
these goals were too ambitious. However, the Wa-
ter Decade prompted the significant allocation of
finances for sector development and large seg-
ments of society were made aware of the scale
and nature of water supply problems at the glob-
al level. In the beginning, the goal of “water for
all” was the primary focus of attention. Gradually,
issues of appropriate technology, institutional
strengthening and sustainable operation and
maintenance of water infrastructure rose in promi-
nence and started to receive due attention. With
the best of intentions, the international develop-
ment cooperation community had started out by

concentrating all efforts on extending access to
drinking water. Consequently, the management of
solid waste, the management of wastewater and
the promotion of hygiene education were not giv-
en the attention that these key issues deserved.

Networks and Partnerships 
are Necessary

During the Drinking Water Decade, SDC started
to promote international networks and partner-
ships in the drinking water and sanitation sector in
order to foster mutual learning. At the same time,
the global shift towards participative program-
ming strategies for watershed management was
developing and many countries started to serious-
ly address the local needs of water users.

In Switzerland also, SDC fostered the linking-up of
partner organisations. In the beginning of the
eighties, the “Aguasan” panel of experts was set
up – an interdisciplinary association of practitioners
drawn from most Swiss organisations dealing with
water-related issues in development cooperation.
International workshops are organised every
year, bringing together experts from Europe and
from developing countries.

New Distribution of Roles between 
State and Civil Society

In the nineties, institutional questions, the sustain-
ability of investments in drinking water and sani-
tation infrastructure, and regional decentralisation
programmes rose to prominence. Previously, the
central governments of developing countries used
to be the principal partners in international devel-
opment cooperation and this general rule also
held true for SDC. Central government agencies
decided where to build water treatment plants and

Drip irrigation in 
Bhutan.



where to take measures for the protection of water
resources. In the long term, these agencies found
themselves less and less in a position to meet the
costs of operating and maintaining water supply
systems or irrigation schemes. At the same time, it
was realised that effective and integrated water
management can only be achieved with a con-
certed effort from central government, from local
institutions and from non-government organisa-
tions. This led to a new distribution of roles be-
tween state and civil society, and an appropriate
financial involvement by the ultimate users of ser-
vices was sought.

On a global level, privatisation efforts within the
framework of reform and structural adjustment
processes have markedly increased. SDC also
takes part in this process in the search for new al-
liances between state and private enterprise, de-
voting increasing attention to areas where profit
expectations are low and where the poor are ex-
cluded from access to basic services. This con-
cerns mainly informal urban settlements and rural
areas in most developing countries. In all cases,
effective social and ecological regulation is of ut-
most importance so that access to water is assured
for the poorest segments of society.
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Global Water Partnership (GWP)

The Global Water Partnership aims
to support partner organisations in
the realisation of measures proposed
by the WWC. Since 1990, seven
regional GWP groups have been
established in Latin America and
Asia.

The daily bath in Mali.

A well as the centre of
the community, Mali.

First World Water Forum in Morocco

Under the leadership of the World Water Council (WWC), the first “World Water Forum” was held in
1997 in Morocco. The main objective of this conference was to reach an agreement on the procedure
and the measures for the protection and the sustainable use of water resources according to the 
“Vision for Water, Life and Environment in the 21st Century”.

Second World Water Forum in The Hague

In March 2000, more than 5,000 people from 120 countries attended the second World Water 
Forum in The Hague, Holland. Under the motto “Making Water Everybody’s Business,” the Vision 21
was complemented by the action plans that were worked out in the various regions. The participating 
ministers gave assurance of the political will for the realisation of the plans.

Third World Water Forum in Kyoto

The biggest international water event so far took place in Kyoto, Japan in March 2003 with 24,000
participants and 350 thematic workshops; it was the showcase event of the International Year of Fresh-
water 2003. The core message “From Declarations to Actions” calls for an increased engagement from
all actors in the sector. In order to defuse the global water crisis, existing resources have to be used
more efficiently and greater financial means have to be made available. More regional activities are
essential for the realisation of the declared objectives. On controversial subjects like privatisation, 
water as a human right, and major infrastructural projects (dams), an increasing readiness for discus-
sion between the different protagonists is emerging. In the ministerial declaration of the water forum,
internationally agreed principles were affirmed.
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Integrated Water Resources 
Management

Water shortages were only recently perceived as
a truly global phenomenon. For decades, how-
ever, millions of farmers in the semi-arid and arid
zones of the world have been facing a similar
challenge. In these areas, every drop of water is
used with the utmost care and ecological reason-
ing in order to ensure survival and to reclaim a
few crops from the soil. The art of water-saving
has always been understood by peoples living in
climatically harsh  regions – through the use of
small-scale irrigation techniques, through the use
of drought-resistant plants, through specific refor-
estation, and through securing steep slopes and
gullies with biological means, with wood and with
stones. SDC has been able to learn a lot from
these village communities. With programmes that
are conceived, organised, planned and realised
by local populations and their institutions, much
valuable local knowledge can be consolidated
and disseminated. Development partnerships with
common objectives come into being, aiming at
sustainable use of water resources for the benefit
of the entire population. 

Today, Integrated Water Resources Management
(IWRM) has priority in the international water di-
alogue. IWRM means the conscious, sustainable
use of water resources, taking into consideration
all relevant and potentially competing needs. Wa-
ter reserves are used directly for consumption, for
irrigation, for recreation, for the preservation of
ecological systems as well as for the production of
electricity and other production purposes. An in-
tegral and global view is therefore essential to en-
sure that the common resource is used equitably
and in a sustainable way. The most important
IWRM promoters, on an international level, are

the World Water Council (WWC) with its head-
quarters in Marseilles and the Global Water Part-
nership (GWP) with its headquarters in Stockholm.
The SDC played a decisive role in the formation of
these two organisations in the mid-nineties. 

In order to make world-wide coordination and
consultation possible, WWC and GWP have in-
troduced international world water fora that take
place every three years. The first world water fo-
rum, 1997 in Morocco, laid down the redistribu-
tion of tasks; at the second forum in The Hague in
2000 and at the third in Kyoto in 2003, specific
action plans were submitted. With the call “From
Declarations to Actions” at the Kyoto conference,
the international commitment is to be strengthened
and particularly aligned towards poorer segments
of society. 

If social, ecological and financial aspects in water
projects are to be taken into account, considera-
tion has to be given to comprehensive criteria: 

� The water resources should be used as 
efficiently and sustainably as possible.

� The right to water access for all people should
be acknowledged world-wide.

� The available water resources should be 
actively protected against contamination.

A suitable general framework has to be worked
out in order for effective IWRM to be possible at
all. Institutions that contribute to the process have
to be strengthened and suitable management in-
struments have to be developed. Since 70 percent
of water use worldwide serves irrigation purpos-
es, IWRM is greatly concerned with irrigation 
management, with a focus on technical efficiency, 
population participation and administration of
water rights.

In the foreground the
channel, in the back-
ground irrigated rice
fields.



The collapse of the Soviet Union left many
economies in Central Asia heavily reliant on irri-
gation-intensive cotton production, mainly in the
lower regions of the river basins. High water loss-
es are a major problem with these irrigation sys-
tems. The losses are a result of unsatisfactory
maintenance and a lack of supply guarantees be-
cause competencies are not clearly defined and
because the authorities’ capability to manage the
systems is limited. This is especially difficult for
small private enterprises to cope with because
they are less able to defend their interests in the
face of demand from larger national enterprises. 

The subordination of water supply and distribution
to the needs of intensive irrigation leads to public
health hazards and long-term ecological prob-
lems. The densely populated Fergana valley,
which crosses parts of the three states – Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan –, is severely affected
by this problem. 

Building-up of Capacities and 
New Institutions

With the Integrated Water Resources Manage-
ment Project in the Fergana Valley, SDC is con-
tributing to the development of rural income, to an
increased integration of water users in the deci-

sion-making process and to the ecological sus-
tainability of water use. In the present phase of the
project, residents take part along the South Fer-
gana Canal, which is fed by the Syr-Darja River in
the provinces of Fergana, Andijan (Uzbekistan),
Osch (Kyrgyzstan) and Sogd (Tajikistan). Under
this initiative, 10,000 hectares are under cultiva-
tion with the involvement of large, medium and
small enterprises. 

At all levels of water management – river commis-
sion, provinces, communities, enterprises – the ap-
propriate institutions are supported with advice
and transfer of know-how. Additionally, water
user associations are set up and strengthened.
These associations contribute to the overall
process by involving people in decision-making
on issues of water usage and allocation. Since this
project partly sets foot on new ground, it also 
carries out applied research. 

A syndicate comprising the Interstate Commission
for Water-Coordination (ICWC) and the Interna-
tional Water Management Institute (IWMI) imple-
ments the project. While the IWMI experts man-
age the whole project and secure the availability
of international experience, the local ICWC co-
workers do the major part of the field work and
training.
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Case Study: Integrated Water Resources Management 
in the Fergana Valley

Derek Müller

The water sector in post-Soviet Central Asia is marked by fragmentation. Reciprocal
demarcation in search of national identities, robust conflicts of interest between 
upper and lower river basins, and the setting of new national boundaries along cul-
tural and political lines render the management of water according to hydrological
borders practically impossible. New forms of cooperation enable new solutions.

International Water Management
Institute (IWMI)

The International Water Manage-
ment Institute (IWMI) is one of the
16 organisations that make up the
Consultative Group on Internatio-
nal Agricultural Research (CGIAR),
which is co-funded by the nutritio-
nal and agricultural organisations
of the UN and the World Bank.

Interstate Commission for Water
Coordination (ICWC)

The Interstate Commission for Water
Coordination (ICWC) was founded
by the governments of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan. ICWC is made up
of the Inter-State River Commissions
of AmuDarya and SyrDarya and
the Scientific Information Centre.
ICWC is associated with the Inter-
national Fund for the Saving of 
Lake Aral (IFAS). 

Transfer of know-how
is a key component for
successful projects.

Higher lying fields can
be irrigated by means
of a water wheel.
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PART II: THEMES AND CASE STUDIES

One third of mankind lives in poverty. For 1.4 
billion people each day, being poor means not
having regular access to sufficient, clean drinking
water and not being able to enjoy adequate per-
sonal and environmental hygiene. As a result of
this situation, too many people are continually
exposed to disease; they are restricted in their
ability to work, and they live under the everpre-
sent threat of an early death. According to UN
estimates (Agenda 21 Conference on the Envi-
ronment in Rio 1992), 80 percent of all diseases
and one-third of all deaths in developing coun-
tries are caused directly or indirectly by contam-
inated water. A sufficient supply of drinking 
water as well as adequate sanitary facilities,
wastewater and solid waste management are
therefore critical pathways to health improve-
ments for the world’s poor. 

Improvement of nutrition (i.e. sufficient and bal-
anced nutrition) and specifically the securing of
food supplies (i.e. the continual safeguarding of
a regular, sufficient food supply and risk protec-

tion against shortages) are matters of highest pri-
ority in the struggle against poverty. Here again,
the availability of water plays a decisive role be-
cause water is indispensable for food produc-
tion. SDC is supporting irrigation projects which
make increases in food production possible, 
irrespective of climatic influences. Surplus pro-
duction can be marketed; agricultural products
can be processed and sold. In other words: water
also generates income.

The possibility of irrigation assumes that the poor
obtain access and control over water for irriga-
tion. Water frequently bypasses – often illegally
– the land of poorer, small-scale farmers and
flows into the irrigation systems of huge cultiva-
tion areas where broccoli, cotton and cut flowers
may be produced for export to Europe or North
America. The allocation of water resources is an
eminently political problem; it is often a question
of power between competing user interests. In or-
der to be effective, however, poverty reduction
strategies urgently call for a more equitable dis-

Introduction: Water Issues Play Central and
Multiple Roles in Poverty Reduction
Barbara del Pozo

Water is essential for life – for human beings, animals and plants. Although human
beings can survive for weeks without food, survival is only possible for a few days
without drink. The body needs at least two litres of liquid per day. Human beings
need water for living, regularly and in sufficient quantities. The right to life is doubt-
less the most basic of all human rights. Therefore the right to water is also a basic 
human right. In order to secure health for human beings, drinking water has to be
clean and free of organic pathogens, heavy metals and chemical residues. 

Improved nutrition 
has utmost priority in
poverty alleviation.



tribution of existing water resources, even as
overall water scarcity increases. In particular,
poor small-scale farmers need to have a say in
the setting and application of water policy and
in the question of resource allocation as a means
of ensuring the sustainable use of available wa-
ter resources. Comprehensive, long-term protec-
tion of water is a basic requirement for sustain-
able development.

Many elements for a life that enjoys well-being
and dignity depend on water: it is obvious that
improvements in the water sector represent a de-
cisive means of empowerment for the poor. Hu-
man beings mobilise and develop a sense of
ownership with respect to gaining access and
control over water. They immediately realise
their ability and their power to improve their sit-
uation. It has been evident that activities in the
water sector are often successful in changing the
status and the role of women. In the poorer re-
gions of the world, it is mostly women who fetch
drinking water and produce food for children. If
they are included in water projects right from the
beginning, this inclusion can contribute to an im-
provement of their status in the family and in the
community. 

A comprehensive approach to the resolution of
water problems is imperative: the connections
and interactions are all too obvious between wa-
ter and health, hygiene, nutrition, methods of cul-
tivation, the protection and sustainable use of
natural resources, productivity, income genera-
tion, local governance, economic policy, legal
systems and participation in political decisions.
Therefore, it is not surprising that far-reaching
and participative development programmes in
water catchment areas – with cross-cutting strate-
gies that were supported for decades – are
strengthened anew today. Interventions in the
water sector make it possible to combine short-
term achievable goals which bring swift, tangi-
ble improvements with long-term strategic goals
which aim at profound structural change.
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Struggle Against Water Pollution

Unreasonable use of toxic substances, uncon-
trolled industrialisation and urbanisation, and
farming practices that are harmful to the envi-
ronment lead to an increasing contamination
of surface water and groundwater in develop-
ing countries. This has grave consequences
for the populations who rely on these water re-
sources. In many regions of the world, the
principal source of water contamination is the
improper application of pesticides in farming
as well as the faulty packaging, storage and
disposal of chemicals. SDC is supporting proj-
ects that aim to better understand such events,
practices and consequences, to draw atten-
tion to the risks associated with the use of such
products, to create suitable legal and institu-
tional frameworks, to promote technological
alternatives and to support the search for pre-
ventive solutions and responsible means of
waste disposal. In the small, artisan gold
mines of Peru and Bolivia, the miners are
trained in technologies which help to avoid
the use of substances like mercury or which en-
able the recycling and cleansing of waste wa-
ter. In addition, the local population is in-
formed about the risks and consequences,
especially with regard to water contamina-
tion. Thanks to the partnership between re-
search and laboratory institutions in Vietnam,
it was possible to discover extremely high ar-
senic levels in Hanoi’s groundwater – up to
300 times higher than the international norm
allows. The plain of the Ganges River in
Bangladesh and West Bengal has been strug-
gling with the same phenomenon for years.

Having sufficient safe
drinking water is not a
matter of course.
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Complex water treatment and distribution systems
are found mainly in urban settlements across the
world. In developing countries, these conventional
systems often function only sporadically and tend to
supply water of unreliable quality. A lack of trained,
skilled workers, the erratic supply of chemicals and
spare parts, and widespread financial insolvency
hinder the reliable running and maintenance of
these systems. Across the world, people in many ur-
ban centres who are already connected to piped
systems – as well as those who have no access to
piped supplies – are therefore constrained to con-
sume water of questionable quality on a daily
basis. Processing of raw water into drinking water
is frequently the job of the individual household.

The quality of drinking water can be improved with
suitable treatment. Storage of treaded water is also
important to ensure that water that has been ren-
dered safe to drink does not become re-contami-
nated as it is used. These measures alone, howev-
er, are not enough to guarantee health benefits.
Hygienic behaviour is also needed so that sickness
can be contained. Recent investigations show that
the regular washing of hands with soap can reduce

diarrhoea incidence rates by 47 percent (Lancet
Publication April 2003). The installation and prop-
er use of sanitation facilities is yet another important
factor which contributes significantly to the reduc-
tion of diarrhoea; in this way, the incidence of di-
arrhoea can be reduced by 30 percent. The con-
sumption of clean drinking water reduces the
number of diarrhoea cases by another 20 percent. 

SODIS: The Solar Disinfecting of 
Drinking Water

The application of SODIS, the solar disinfecting of
drinking water, is one way of processing drinking
water. For ten years, researchers at EAWAG
(Swiss Federal Institute for Environmental Science
and Technology) carried out intensive laboratory
and field tests on SODIS with the sustained support
of SDC. The treatment process is deceptively straight-
forward – contaminated water is filled in transpar-
ent PET bottles and exposed to full sunlight during
six hours. During the exposure, 99.99 percent of
all pathogenic viruses and bacteria are destroyed
by the UV-A-light from the sun’s rays combined
with the effect of increased water temperature. 

1  Clean Water – Key to Health 
Improvements
Regula Meierhofer, Michael Hobbins and Daniel Mäusezahl

Approximately 80 percent of all diseases in developing countries are caused by the
consumption of contaminated water. The consumption of dirty water raises the risk
of diseases like diarrhoea, cholera, typhus, hepatitis A and dysentery. Every year,
four billion cases of diarrhoea occur, causing 2.2 million deaths – mostly amongst
children who are five years old or younger. The solar disinfecting of drinking water
(SODIS) is one way to reduce the frequency of diarrhoea and to improve the health
standard of people in developing countries.

The Birth of an Idea

The idea of disinfecting drinking
water with the help of the sun’s rays
originated in Beirut more than twen-
ty years ago. Aftim Acra - a profes-
sor of microbiology – had filled
plastic bottles with water, which he
then left on his balcony as an emer-
gency water supply during the war.
On checking the water quality, he
discovered that the sunlight was ca-
pable of destroying the micro orga-
nisms in the water. He published his
findings in a professional journal in
1984. Nobody was inclined to be-
lieve him – until EAWAG recogni-
sed the potential and began to take
up the cause. 

PET bottles are ex-
posed to the sun for
water disinfection.



Initially, SODIS was introduced in 18 villages in
the region of Mizque, Cochabamba, Bolivia.
Training courses, which were organised monthly,
contained various topics concerning SODIS;
preparation of fruit juice with SODIS processed
water and the production of brushes and soap to
clean the bottles. This introduction met with a
good response, and the courses were repeated on
demand.

During a campaign in schools, more than a hun-
dred teachers from the region took part in training
sessions on SODIS and health. At the close of this
campaign, the local school authorities and a local
non-government organisation organised an event
at which drama and songs were performed. The

event was a success – about 1,600 people took
part. In this way, the project reached a user-rate of
30 percent over the entire population in the pro-
ject area. 

SODIS Improves Health Standards

During an investigation of 200 Bolivian house-
holds, the effect of SODIS on health was evaluat-
ed. Although practically all respondents in the vil-
lages knew about SODIS, it was not used
everywhere. Some people showed a general lack
of interest, whilst others doubted the cleansing ef-
fect of sunlight. Only 18 percent of those inter-
viewed named “water” as source of infection and
a cause of diarrhoea in children. But 73 percent
of the respondents mentioned, among other
things, that “dirt” could be the cause of diarrhoea. 

The investigation in Bolivia has shown that SODIS
has a positive effect on health wherever the trans-
mission of diarrhoea can be traced back mainly to
drinking water. However, if there is a general lack
of hygiene and awareness, SODIS on its own can
only reduce the overall incidence of diarrhoea by
a small amount.
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Case Study: SODIS and Health – an Investigation in Bolivia

The effect of SODIS on the health of children under five years old was investigated 
in the Andes region of Bolivia for the first time in the year 2002. With SDC’s support,
the project was carried out by local partners (Fundación SODIS, University of Cochab-
amba and UNICEF) and the Swiss Tropical Institute in Basle in cooperation with 
EAWAG/SANDEC. 

Using SODIS provides
clean drinking water.

From Ideas to Action in Developing
Countries

Although the application of SODIS is very sim-
ple and inexpensive, a creative, promotional
process is required to spread information and
knowledge about SODIS in developing coun-
tries. Trust in this simple water treatment method
by local institutions, organisations and general
populations can only be built through costly in-
formation campaigns, practical demonstrations
and careful training. In order to promote the
SODIS application in developing countries, the
SODIS Foundation supports suitable projects in
Latin America. Similarly, the SOLAQUA Foun-
dation supports local non-government organisa-
tions in Kenya, South Africa, Uzbekistan, Pak-
istan, Nepal, India and Sri Lanka. The idea
behind SODIS is now slowly gaining in recog-
nition on an international level. On World Wa-
ter Day 2001, SODIS was recommended by the
WHO as a means of treating drinking water that
can be carried out by households. This recogni-
tion is an important stimulus for government in-
stitutions and non-government institutions to inte-
grate the SODIS application and training in
their projects. 
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On average, more than 70 percent – and in de-
veloping countries more than 80 percent – of wa-
ter that is used by people flows into the produc-
tion of food and into the cultivation of export
products. Meanwhile, many of the irrigation
methods that are currently used are extremely in-
efficient and technically outdated. It is assumed
that more than 60 percent of all irrigation water
is simply lost, unused. Against such a back-
ground, many water projects have not actually
led to higher agricultural yields but to drastic en-
vironmental damage once all the side-effects
have been taken into account. Among other
things, unsatisfactory irrigation methods are re-
sponsible for irreparable salinity and excessive
leaching, leading to a growing barrenness of
soils. This has led to a loss of more than ten per-
cent of all irrigated areas of cultivation. In wide
regions of India and China, the uncontrolled and
unsustainable use of ground water has caused
an annual lowering of the water table of be-
tween one and three metres. 

At the same time, more than 800 million people
suffer from chronic malnutrition in a world where
enough food is produced for all. A large part of
this disadvantaged population lives in arid re-
gions and is entirely dependent on farming. Ac-
cording to predictions, an additional fifth of to-
day’s developing countries will suffer from
extreme water shortages by 2030. The question
must be asked as to how serious the effect of
looming water shortages will be for food pro-
duction. If water becomes a scarce commodity,
food security can not be guaranteed. 

Some time ago, SDC promoted the maintenance
and repair of irrigation systems in Sri Lanka, Pak-
istan, Bolivia and Ecuador with great financial
commitment in order to increase the production
of food and to create new sources of income for
people. Investments in infrastructure alone, how-
ever, were not sufficient because the problem of
equitable management of water is more impor-
tant. Therefore, SDC reoriented provision of sup-

2  Water and Food Security
Katharina Jenny and Markus Engler

To produce a kilogram of rice with traditional farming, 3,000 litres of water are
needed; for the production of a kilogram of bread, approximately 1,300 litres are
needed. The list goes on – and the quantities of water used remain consistently high,
mainly because more stable yields can be achieved with the help of irrigation. 
Because of irrigation, an important contribution towards the security of food pro-
duction is possible. But agriculture is by far the biggest consumer of water today. 

Farmers in Pakistan 
organise themselves in
water users’ associa-
tions.
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Low-cost irrigation
from India.

Innovative Drip Irrigation

“Drip Irriragion” is an invention that has found
great favour mainly in Israel, in order to practice
farming in deserts. It can save up to 70 percent
of water used with conventional systems and
can considerably increase the yields because
every plant is irrigated individually and spar-
ingly. The disadvantage is that the system is ex-
pensive.

Some private organisations have reduced the
cost of the underlying technology drastically so
that even the poorest families can benefit. One
of the simplest systems is the so-called “bucket
kit” – a water container with about ten metres of
drip irrigation hoses. In India, such a “kit” costs
about six US dollars plus the cost of the contain-
er. With such equipment, a family can econom-
ically irrigate about a hundred plants, which
yields an earning of up to 40 dollars at harvest.
The non-government organisation IDE-India (In-
ternational Development Enterprise India) has
now reached an even more radical simplifica-
tion and will offer a “kit” for one dollar, with the
container included in the price. The potential
cost-benefit ratio associated with the use of the
equipment is extremely attractive, and new pos-
sibilities will present themselves in the dissemi-
nation and application of this technology. But it
will not be enough to hand over such “kits” to
people without adequate training beforehand
because the narrow drip nozzles are easily
clogged if the water is not clean. Additionally,
the planting – and above all the marketing – of
vegetables, tree seedlings or fruits has to be
learned.

port from technical solutions towards the promo-
tion of democratically-functioning farmer organi-
sations. 

Today, SDC is convinced that optimisation of
agricultural production with limited quantities of
water can only be successful if man and technol-
ogy can be considered jointly. The best technol-
ogy does not bring any benefit if people can not
apply it or can not see any advantage in it.
When combined, adjusted farming practices
and efficient irrigation systems can reduce the
use of water many times over, and can contribute
to the enhancement of life’s quality.
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Maintenance of 
irrigation channels 
in Pakistan.

Organised Farmer Groups Adopt a More
Equitable Distribution of Water

Supported by a national non-government organi-
sation, farmers organise themselves in water user
groups along the separate channels, the so-called
“Water Users’ Associations” (WUA). Apart from
the planning and the construction of the channels,
they are responsible for the management of the
water. While traditional distribution was charac-
terised by social imbalance and inefficiencies, the
WUAs allow farmers to understand the benefits 
of water distribution based on clear, jointly 
resolved rules. Thus the small-farmer at the end of
the channel is also guaranteed a reliable share of
the water available. In combination with prompt
repair work on the channels, the systematic water
management leads to a marked reduction of water
losses and significantly contributes to higher pro-
ductivity of the cultivated areas as a whole. 

Case Study: Irrigation in Pakistan

After renovating the irrigation channels leading from the water catchment area to
the fields in the Upper Swabi System of Pakistan, the quantity of water available
has doubled. However, such cost-intensive infrastructure projects can only lead to
an improvement of the economic situation of the population if the water is used 
efficiently. This requires a linking of adjusted technical solutions and institutional
aspects with questions of agricultural cultivation methods and marketing. 

Institutional Cooperation Leads to Better
Services for Farmers

The SDC-sponsored project “Agricultural Develop-
ment Component” has also established a new,
more effective approach to the provision of advi-
sory services. The technicians of the irrigation de-
partment, the officials of the agricultural advisory
service and the staff of the national non-govern-
ment organisations usually come to the village as
a team and give advice to the farmer groups.
Technical solutions, questions about types and
methods of cultivation, organisational problems
like water allocation, procurement of seeds or
marketing of products are discussed in a context
which appeals to the working methods and mind-
sets of the farmers.

The WUAs are also merging into farmers’ associ-
ations in order to market their products without the
need for intermediaries. Owing to better quality
and new packaging methods which have been in-
troduced by the project, they obtain prices that
are threefold higher than the levels practised be-
fore the project started. 
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Water distribution is
based on collectively
approved rules.

Cooperation Increases the Harvest Returns

Zada Khan is a small-scale farmer in the north-western province of Pakistan. He can hardly be-
lieve it when he watches the water gushing through the repaired irrigation channel onto his field,
where an abundant sugar harvest is starting to grow. Earlier on, he was only able to procure a
little water from time to time, with great effort and pain, because his fields lay at the end of the
channel, and the channel was in very bad condition. 

When he first heard of the project which was to double the quantity of water in the channel, he
was sceptical. So far, mainly government circles and large-scale farmers had benefited from such
projects. This time, however, everything was different. All the farmers whose fields bordered the
channel were invited to form a water users’ association, through which they could jointly organ-
ise the repair of the canal. With the support of the project organisers, they managed to mobilise
everybody – even the landowners who did not cultivate their land themselves and who lived else-
where. At first, many had to be convinced that this collective regulation of repair work would ben-
efit all those involved, that it was worthwhile to contribute money, and that the resources were
used competently by the government authorities. Today, Zada Khan usually harvests two to three
times as much as he did before the improvements were carried out. 
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In India alone, food production from rain-watered
small-scale farming accounts for to two-fifths of 
national requirements. Development policy experts
agree that poorly developed border regions which
are plagued by drought and rely on extensive cul-
tivation require enhanced support to ensure their
viability as living spaces and economic areas. 

Since the eighties, many Indian organisations
have committed themselves – with support from
SDC, and others – to locally anchored, integrated
approaches to improve, in parallel, water and soil
resources, to increase productivity from agrarian
activity, and to strengthen the social integration
and self-determination of the people. The water
catchment areas of rivers are the geographical 
locations for such programmes. 

Damage to Ecological Systems Leads 
to Water Shortages

The heart of the problem is the progressive and
excessive exploitation of natural resources
through deforestation, over-grazing, harmful agri-

cultural cultivation practices, increasing monocul-
ture – caused by distorted subsidies – and the
wasteful use of ground water. As a result, small-
scale farmers are increasingly marginalised and
people who do not own land (and who are de-
pendent on the products of nature or cash earn-
ings from farm labour) are pressed into seasonal
migration. Such processes lead to prolonged fam-
ily separations and an increased dependency on
external traders and moneylenders to bridge 
financial crises. 

The Trend is Reversible

Numerous case studies show that through calcu-
lated measures, it is possible to make more water
more accessible and to reverse this unravelling of
social fabric. Approximately two decades of un-
ostentatious development work have proved that
the approach in the South-Asian context is lasting
and effective. 

3  Water Catchments as Residential
Areas and Economic Activity Zones
Martin Sommer

Shortage of water for agricultural production systems is a core problem for the future.
At the World Summit in Johannesburg 2002, a renewed call was made for the 
sustainable use of fresh water resources in their water catchment areas. Although 
irrigated, intensive farming was included in this plea, extensive and often isolated
production areas in developing countries are particularly concerned because poverty
is harshest there and food supplies are directly endangered. 

Watershed Management

Water catchment areas are natural
geographic units and comprise the
drainage area of a river from the
source to the river mouth. In develo-
ping countries, the rural populations
of a water catchment area often de-
pend on the agricultural use of this
region for their livelihoods. In many
places, deforestation and excessive
use of pastoral areas lead to soil ero-
sion. The increased surface run-off
affects harvest yields, and incomes
are reduced. For the local popula-
tion, there is often no other choice
but to migrate to the cities. Water-
shed management will reverse this
trend and contribute to the sustaina-
ble use of natural resources so that
the living base of local populations is
preserved.

A village organisation
meeting in Rajasthan,
India.



Experience has shown that even ecological sys-
tems under stress can recover speedily. With
measures like traditional forms of water conserva-
tion, stored rain water, cleansed village reser-
voirs, reduced surface drainage through vegeta-
tion and technical barriers, terracing for increased
infiltration, water saving cultivation practices
through a selection of drought-resistant plants,
home gardens for the usage of residual water
from the household, pot or drip irrigation, seeping
basins or silage, the water economy can be in-
fluenced quickly and effectively. In the upper parts
of the water catchment areas, the vegetation cov-
er is renewed. It is protected from livestock dam-
age by organised grazing and though use which
is based on social control with respect to local
needs for firewood and building material. These
measures increase the available biomass at local
level, and the niches for production of medicinal
herbs, berries, honey or other forest products re-
generate gradually. 

Social and Economic Advantages

After a few years, the ground water level also
starts to rise again in lower lying areas. Wells be-
come usable again, both for households and for
local small-scale irrigation. With this develop-
ment, walking for long distances to fetch water
becomes unnecessary, especially for women and
children – and the time saved can be used for pro-
ductive activities in the fields or in small-scale in-
dustries. In all, agricultural productivity is in-
creased several times over in a few years,
creating new opportunities for work and building
up capital for investment in the region. 

Solidarity Promotes Individual 
Independence

A supporting pillar in this approach is the organi-
sation of villagers in savings and credit groups on
a self-help basis. Today, hundreds of thousands of
small-scale farmers in numerous states in India,
Bangladesh, Nepal, Afghanistan and Sri Lanka
are organised anew in self-help groups. With

combined financial and labour contributions, cap-
ital is accumulated which, in turn, finances and
maintains revitalisation measures in the region to
the ultimate benefit of the general public as a
whole. In advanced phases, these self-help groups
enlarge their sphere of activities and become cen-
tres for production and marketing. Such activities
may include the lending of agricultural equipment,
the sale of seeds and fertilisers, or the transporta-
tion of products to market. Their main objective is
to support their members with modest credits for
the purchase of small animals, equipment or seeds
– members who are often illiterate and therefore
have little chance of gaining access to credit
through more formal systems. In this way, inde-
pendent entrepreneurship is encouraged and the
dependence on rich local leaders or moneylend-
ers is diminished.

Democracy Guards against Risks

From this environment of change, new problems
may also result. Differences of opinion about costs
and the effectiveness of actions are not rare, and
the risk that certain individuals are favoured more
than others is ever present. Through the collective
membership in the groups and rotating tenure of
office, a democratic culture in the handling of con-
flicts often emerges and problems are settled in a
socially balanced way.
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Case Study: Where Sustainability was always Taken for
Granted – Watershed Management in Asia

After three decades of SDC development cooperation in the water sector, valid con-
clusions can be drawn for sustainable water management in the future. This means
to fully acknowledge water as the multifunctional lifeline of entire valleys, to promote
independent and self-determining organisations of entire valleys, and to carefully
select measures and align them pointedly towards trading centres. 

Measures for erosion
protection and im-
proved groundwater
recharge using local
materials.
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In many cities today, water supply systems are al-
ready run by specialised, licensed companies.
And the increasingly liberalised trade regulations
afford better access of private firms to this busi-
ness. Although in the developing countries of the
South, only the largest cities ultimately represent
markets that are attractive enough to raise the at-
tentions of multinational private companies, the is-
sue has already led to many political conflicts. 

Together with a reinsurance company (SwissRe)
and the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
(seco), SDC has formed a working group in which
the many aspects of this subject are discussed. At
the beginning of 2003 in a first study, the chances
and risks were analysed. A second study revealed
that from a privatisation perspective, new paral-
lels can be drawn with areas of SDC’s attention
such as rural development or urban poverty. 

Private Sector Participation in Water
Supply Systems Outside Major Cities

In Southern countries, many people live in areas
which cannot be reached by commercial enter-
prises, either now or in the future. These people
live in small townships, in rural areas, or in the in-
formal settlements of large cities. For such zones,
many different public-private management models
have been developed in recent years. Together
with its partners such as Helvetas or the Water and
Sanitation Programme of the World Bank, SDC is
involved in pilot projects to develop sustainable
management models for these difficult situations –
for instance, with water supply systems which sup-
ply different villages or which envisage the coop-
eration between small townships.

4  Private Sector Participation 
in Water Issues
Pierre Walther and Marcus Buezberger

In the controversial subject of private sector participation in the water sector, an
ethical conundrum prevails – how far and in what way should a few multinational
companies be permitted to run urban water supply systems or entire irrigation sy-
stems, generating profits in the process. At the same time, an enormous and little-
tapped potential lies in the active participation of the private sector for securing
water supplies and for making improvements in sanitation. With such steps, pro-
gress can be made in the struggle against poverty. 

SDC has supported
the rural water supply
sector in Lesotho since
1978.     
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Building a water tank.

Wanted: A Code of Practice for Privatisation

The dream of sufficient and clean water for all can only be financed if the private sector is en-
couraged to invest in the area. So far, a broad consensus exists; the recently published
Camdessus Report “Financing Water for All” also reaches this conclusion. Estimates concerning
the additional financial resources that are required to meet the Millennium Development Goals
vary between 10 and 30 billion US Dollars. Public discussions about privatisation are charac-
terised by a polarisation around fixed positions which associate private sector participation with
the outright divestiture of public assets, corruption of public officials and exclusion of access to
services for the poorer segments of society. These apprehensions, however, persist for good rea-
son, and a lack of knowledge and transparency, combined with non-coordination serve to per-
petuate this state of affairs. To counteract this trend, the reinsurance company “SwissRe”, the State
Secretariat for Economic Affairs “seco”, and SDC have begun work on a code of conduct and
guidelines to help govern the participation of the private sector in water management. These three
institutions are of the opinion that all interested parties – government, end users, and the private
company involved – could benefit from more professional, more transparent and better coordi-
nated privatisation processes. Such guidelines and a code should be worked out in an approach
that includes all interested parties – a so-called “multi-stakeholder process”. The cooperation of
SwissRe (private sector), seco (representation of national economic interests), and SDC (repre-
sentation of the poor) promises much in this regard, even though there are underlying tensions
and contradictions. Diverging interests have to be reconciled and weighed up. The common in-
centive to continue this work remains the shared conviction that a solution can be found for the
benefit of all.
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A facility combining
standpipe and wash-
stand.

After the government of Lesotho had realised that
it could not accomplish the enormous task of sup-
plying water in rural areas unaided, the appro-
priate department decided to focus on supervision
and the provision of support, and would no longer
intervene in the direct construction or mainte-
nance of drinking water supply systems. The state-
sponsored field personnel were progressively
trained for work in the private sector and to oper-
ate as small businesses. This process of “privati-
sation of state-sponsored personnel” (engineers,
masons etc.) will shortly be brought to a close. 

Case Study: Private Sector Participation in Rural Drinking
Water Supply in Lesotho

Since 1978, SDC has supported rural drinking water supplies in Lesotho. Switzerland’s
principal partner in this initiative is the government of Lesotho. In the middle of the
nineties, the authorities realised that they would be unable to supply 8,000 villages
with drinking water in a sustainable way. For this reason and against the background
of decentralisation efforts, the partners pointedly aimed at increased involvement of
the private sector in the provision of services. In retrospect, this change in strategy
proved more difficult than expected.



Difficult Change in Roles

The step from government employee to private
businessman is gigantic. Whilst some adapt
quickly to the new role, others face difficulties in
the payment of their labourers or in the completion
of their work on schedule. Those who encounter
difficulties quickly disappear from the business
scene. 

Initially, the privatisation process met with opposi-
tion from many government employees. They in-
terpreted the move as an undisclosed government
strategy to reduce personnel levels in a tactful
manner. District engineers and departmental
workers had to spend considerable time to present
the new policy in a convincing way to the staff.
Other problems resulted from inadequate internal
coordination within the government regarding this
change in strategy. The Ministry of Finance was
only marginally involved in the planning of the
new policy so that payments made to small busi-
nesses were noticeably late. 

Positive Outcome

In retrospect, the reform can nevertheless be
judged as a success. Private contract partners to-
day are paid on the basis of actual performance.
The countrywide drinking water supply in rural ar-
eas has improved substantially. More village
communities than before have access to water,
and management and maintenance of infrastruc-
ture have also improved decisively. Privatisation in
countries where governments have a heritage of
implementing service provision directly (such as in
Lesotho) requires time, patience, perseverance
and creativity. 
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A galvanised tank 
for emergency water
supply.
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The water sector in developing countries is partly
privatised – women in Bangladesh repair hand-
pumps, water salesmen in Africa sell water door-
to-door with a donkey and a push cart, cistern lor-
ries deliver water in the cities. Frequently
however, the private sector is hobbled instead of
being promoted in developing countries. This may
be because donkey carts are perceived as an old-
fashioned means of water transportation, or be-
cause there is insufficient understanding of the role
of intermediary trade. So many handpumps were
(and remain) purchased centrally and are then di-
rectly installed in villages by government officials.
Even though this approach functions for the first
few years, serious disadvantages emerge in due
course – as key spare parts are increasingly re-
quired but cannot be found anywhere. Which pri-
vate trader chooses to deal in low-value, low-
turnover spare parts, which perhaps cannot be
sold before years of storage? 

Profitable Supply Chains as an Incentive
for Private Initiatives

In terms of rural water supply in developing coun-
tries, the situation would look very different if de-

velopment organisations purchased pumps from
local traders, allowing them to make business on
the resale and maintenance of pumps. Today, the
development cooperation community is aware of
how important profitable supply chains can be for
the long-term sustainability of investments, and
they have started to formulate a policy which per-
mits private initiatives to prosper. For example, cer-
tain subsidies can be counter-productive because
they induce market distortions and represent an ob-
struction to private enterprise. The World Bank,
with the support of SDC, has started a supply chain
initiative which seeks to avoid old mistakes. 

The rules for the promotion of a private water and
sanitation enterprise are relatively simple: a trader
will offer products, spare parts and services (re-
pairs) provided that the business is profitable. To
prevent a supplier from holding a monopoly, com-
petition is needed. Success is not automatically
guaranteed in this way (even in industrialised
countries, there are countless jokes about plumbers
who never turn up when the tap leaks), but it is
patently clear that without private enterprise, no-
body is in the position to repair a defective water
supply. 

5  Private Business as a Motor for Water 
Supply and Sanitation
Urs Heierli

Privatisation of waterworks is a subject which stirs up many public emotions because
it is feared that exploitative monopolies could emerge. Even though water is a public
asset and should remain so, this does not mean that private initiatives should not play
any role. In Switzerland, private sanitary businesses install bathrooms, repair water
mains and sewers, and unblock pipes – naturally taking on jobs which complement
the operation of public water supply systems. Also in developing countries, there is a
dynamic private sector working in the water domain. 

Private latrine manu-
facturers contributing
to improved sanitation.



In cities, beautiful bathrooms were valued, and
private sanitary enterprises which offered bath-
room tiles and a wide selection of bathroom fit-
tings boomed. Not so in rural areas. This situation
changed about 15 years ago, when a totally new
concept was introduced under the banner of “san-
itation through the private sector”.

� With a comprehensive social mobilisation
campaign, latrines were propagated as de-
sirable goods which offered “prestige, com-
fort and privacy” to their owners. The unpro-
tected latrines which were used earlier and
which were hanging above the village pond
were socially ostracised. 

� More and more private latrine manufacturers
came onto the scene and were encouraged to
produce, but were not subsidised. Soon, they
sold the latrines more cheaply than did the
subsidised state-owned centres, which were
left holding their products. 

This change in strategy resulted in the emergence
of more than 4,000 private, competing latrine
manufacturers and a flourishing rural industry
which produced more than a million latrines 
annually. Even penniless families receive credits
through non-government organisations and pur-
chase latrines from the private producers. 

In this way, the stench has diminished in
Bangladesh – women do not need to go to the
fields before dawn any longer, and there are less
cases of diarrhoea. Now the trade earns money
which does not stink, generating highly welcome
rural income. 
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Case Study: How a Flourishing Latrine Business Emerged 
in Bangladesh

The Emperor Augustus knew very well that it was possible to make money for the
government coffers of ancient Rome through the natural needs of the populace.
When his advisors tried to stop him from charging fees for the use of public toilets, he
made the famous statement: “Look here, the money doesn’t stink.” In Bangladesh,
like in other countries, there were water supply and sanitation programmes which
were co-financed by SDC. While the popularity of hand pumps spread rapidly, the
use of latrines did not find favour. Despite subsidies, they were used as goat 
shelters instead of being used as intended. 

Concrete rings for 
latrine construction.
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The assumption that the sustainability of develop-
ment projects rises if they are geared to the needs
and wishes of the population – and if they are co-fi-
nanced by them – has held good and remains stan-
dard practice for the future. SDC goes a step further
in this logic: sustainability can only be guaranteed
if a carefully developed partnership is also set up
with local authorities. Above all, communities must
gear themselves for the management and mainte-
nance of infrastructural installations. Workers from
SDC projects in Latin America deliberated over this
issue at a workshop held in the spring of 2002. 

Sustainability in the Local Political 
Context

Previously, many organisations working in devel-
opment cooperation paid little attention to the con-
text of local politics. The matter was considered to
be of little relevance in discussions about sustain-
ability. This was an over-simplification which no
longer finds favour today. Through decentralisa-
tion, communities today have direct control over
greater financial and institutional resources and
hence become partners in the planning and fi-
nancing of projects. Especially in less developed
rural areas, local institutions have to play an im-
portant and continuous role in safeguarding the

sustainability of such installations – for instance, in
matters of local conflict resolution or in the back-
ing-up of water committees. 

The new approach takes into consideration the
specific circumstances and possibilities of every
community, with respect to management as well.
Sector programmes in development cooperation
become part of the local political agenda and
have to consider the context in which they inter-
vene. The policies of national governments or
donor agencies either strengthen or weaken the
hands of local authorities. 

Opportunities and Risks

Sector policies and programmes in development
cooperation which strive for sustainable impact
have to take into account certain conditions: 

� Project planning and implementation need
more time so that problems at the local political
levels are not overlooked.

� Agendas and criteria for prioritisation (geo-
graphical focus, for instance) have to be de-
fined together with the elected local authorities.

� Rights and duties of the participants – as well
as the forms of cooperation – have to be laid
down and made binding in national sector
policies. 

� For sustainability to be achieved, a period of at
least ten years (a few election cycles) is re-
quired.

Although decentralisation is important, the process
also carries certain risks. This caveat should not be
allowed to hinder the democratisation process,
which is very important for many countries and
which ultimately forms the basis for durable invest-
ment impact in rural infrastructure. The objective is
a self-reinforcing alliance – infrastructure projects
can be a good vehicle to strengthen local environ-
ments in which decentralisation can prosper. 

6  Water and Good Governance: 
New Alliances
Raúl Artiga, Laurent Thevoz and Pierre Walther

Every year worldwide, substantial financial resources are invested in projects for
the improvement of the drinking water supply and sanitation in rural areas. Such
investments are compelling. But is their effect durable – over periods of 20 to 30
years?

The local man-
agers of the 
treatment plant.



The community found the necessary backing, for
example in the local non-government organisation
“Pro Vida” which grew out of political resistance
and is supported by SDC. Since 1996, the water
project has achieved positive results:

� Water supply in the main township of the district,
supporting 185 families.

� Programme in health and hygiene education.
� Strengthening of a water committee which is re-

sponsible for the management and maintenance
of the water supply system.

� Network for wastewater disposal in one area.
� Biological wastewater treatment plant for 126

families in the main township, with a total cost of
100,000 US dollars.

Wastewater Treatment Plant

Building the plant was a success for the communi-
ty. Each family actively contributed to the project
with 80 –100 working days. It should be possible
to pay the wages of a plant operator from the in-
come generated by irrigating plots of land with
treated wastewater. From a technical point of
view, the plant is an example for other communi-
ties to follow on a national level. 
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Case Study: Development in San José Las Flores, El Salvador

The community of San José Las Flores has about 5,000 inhabitants and is situated ab-
out 105 kilometres from San Salvador, the capital of El Salvador. The civil war of the
eighties severely affected the region, causing widespread population migration. 
During the final years of the conflict, the local authorities were able to function again
and gradual rebuilding was initiated under their leadership. Through skilful politics,
they were able to mobilise internal and external sponsors for reconstruction. This was
also the case in the water sector.

The Municipality of
San José las Flores, 
El Salvador.

Local Politics

At the plant’s inauguration, it was clear that for op-
eration and maintenance – at least initially – each
family had to be charged an amount of 1.20 US
dollars. This represented a new dimension in local
politics. Although this is a modest sum for sustain-
ing the operation and maintenance of the plant,
the measure triggered off opposition. Previously,
officials of the community were of the opinion that
public services should be subsidised. 

The scope for more localised decision-making and
action combined with a corresponding allocation
of responsibilities must be taken further with the
decentralisation process. The local authorities
have to convince the population that service users
should contribute financially towards the process-
ing of wastewater, just as they do for other public
services like power and drinking water supplies.
For this to be effective, it is necessary to discuss
the question of regional financial involvement with
neighbouring communities who share the water
resources and are deriving benefits from the on-
going pollution control. 

The long-term sustainability of the plant substan-
tially depends on whether the local authorities suc-
ceed in this task of public motivation. 
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At “Rio+10” (the follow-up conference to the
Earth Summit that was held in the summer of
2002 in Johannesburg), water projects were
presented whose aim is to contribute to stabili-
sation, conflict prevention and cross-border co-
operation. In the “Water for Life” initiative, the
EU forms peace and security partnerships with
governments, and protagonists from civil soci-
eties and enterprises following the theme of 
water and poverty reduction. Under the “Inter-
nationally Shared Aquifer Resource Manage-
ment” initiative, the International Association of
Hydrologists will promote cross-border water co-
operatives. This will be achieved by a network
dealing with scientific, legal, socio-economic,
institutional and ecological problems. The “Sus-
tainable Water Management in the Balkans and
Southeast Mediterranean” project pursues similar
objectives – in which requirements are met on a
regional and local level to develop and implement
an integrated water resources management plan. 

Although there are well-documented examples
of successful transboundary cooperation prac-
tised by river basin inhabitants – like the Rhine
commission – more and more conflicts are aris-
ing in this difficult topic. Eighty of the world’s
240 international rivers are located in Africa.
Many of these rivers flow through up to ten coun-
tries. These rivers play central roles in socio-eco-
nomic development, and they also attract in-
tense political attention. Institutional regulations
partly exist in the form of River Basin Organisa-
tions (RBO), but in many cases, these have only
reached the early stages of development. To-
day, less than ten percent of transboundary riv-
er basins are linked across political borders by
international cooperatives. 

Although the existing cooperatives have to cope
with increasing environmental stress through
drought, desertification or changing rainfall 
patterns, neighbouring states must also take
their susceptibilities to other forms of crisis and
political instabilities into account. 

7  Water: The Blue Agent for Peace
Promotion
Günther Bächler

Eleven years after the United Nations Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment (the Earth Summit) was held in Rio de Janeiro, global environmental protec-
tion issues on our blue planet – water issues – remain deeply sobering topics. Both
increasing shortages and increasing contamination of fresh water give us cause
for concern. The increasing scarcity of this natural  resource has become a cause
of conflict, and has even led to threats of war in some regions. 

Bridge across the
headwater of the Blue
Nile in Ethiopia.
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A long way to go from
the headwaters of the
Ethiopian highlands 
to the delta at the
Egyptian coast of the
Mediterranean.

The Search for a Balance between Protection and Use

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) was founded on 5th April, 1995 when four countries –
Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand – signed a Memorandum of Cooperation for the Sus-
tainable Development of the Lower Mekong River Basin. The MRC is the first regional institution
which brought together these four countries – a theatre of numerous regional conflicts until the
middle of the eighties – for peaceful arbitration and conflict management or conflict prevention.
A hundred ethnic groups live along the lower Mekong River Basin; it is the third most productive
river system in the world and the most varied in terms of ecological systems and biodiversity. 
40 percent of the population live below the poverty line.

In the past, SDC sat amongst the most important financial sponsors of MRC. At the present time,
SDC’s engagement comprises the provision of direct assistance to MRC core activities as well sup-
port for two of the three bigger programmes, namely for the “Basin Development Plan” and the
environment programme. The “Basin Development Plan” is meant to provide a framework for re-
gional cooperation between adjoining countries. The environmental programme will strengthen
the competencies of the adjoining countries, in order to secure the balance between protection
and use – so that the Mekong Basin stays healthy and in a position to perpetuate diversity and
productivity in the long run. 



Case Study: Peace Promotion on the Blue Nile

“The next war in the Middle East will be fought over water, not politics.” This predic-
tion, ascribed to former Egyptian Foreign Minister Boutros Boutros-Ghali, should prove
to be inapplicable in the Nile Basin. In fact, an almost exemplary cooperation bet-
ween the ten adjoining countries has emerged on the basis of an integrated approach
in the Nile basin. The “Nile Basin Initiative” (NBI) has made this possible with the 
support of the World Bank and some donor states (above all Canada) together with
experts and local forces. 
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Political tension exists mainly along the Blue Nile
which has its source in the highlands of Ethiopia,
and which feeds the Main Nile with about 80 per-
cent of its total flow. For this reason, the Swiss Fed-
eral Institute of Technology (ETHZ), together with
SDC developed a dialogue project for the region
of the Blue Nile to complement the more compre-
hensive “Nile Basin Initiative”. The project started
with an extensive conflict and cooperation analy-
sis of the various actors, which is presented in the
form of a twin (downstream-upstream) disserta-
tion. The situation in Sudan as intermediate nation
was also analysed. 

After the raw material was presented, the ETHZ
and the Conflict Prevention and Management sec-
tion at SDC conducted an interactive problem-
solving workshop in the autumn of 2002, at the
Lake of Lucerne. From Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan,

two high-calibre representatives from each nation
participated in order to think about common prob-
lem resolution. The workshop was thematically
open and moderated by two mediators. The con-
troversial subject of an international “Nile Basin
Agreement” was excluded from the proceedings
because it was not the Nile water in itself that was
the main cause of conflict. The participants felt that
the problem of water shortage was both funda-
mental and cooperatively manageable, once the
political and developmental questions were an-
swered: 

� Poverty and unequal development in the region.
� Excessive dependence on agriculture for the

majority of the population.
� Orientation towards short-term objectives, in-

stead of long-term and common interests of all
adjoining countries. 

� Regional instabilities in connection with civil
wars and interventions.

The Blue Nile has its
source at Lake Tano in
the Ethiopian high-
lands.
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Water extraction from
the Blue Nile will also
increase in Sudan: 
irrigated agriculture in
Gezira.

The joint projects of the Nile basin residents were
considered to be especially constructive by the
participants. Today, Egypt benefits from NBI water
management projects in Ethiopia. Ethiopia directly
benefits from localised development, and the
growing trust, the increasing security, and the
more efficient use of water in the upper reaches of
the Blue Nile benefits Egypt.

The participants of the workshop agreed to pub-
lish a joint document about the future options for
cooperation. It should point the way to the next
NBI conference. Within the framework provided
by the International Year of Freshwater, a second
workshop with the same delegation is taking
place.
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The improvement or the rehabilitation of drinking
water supply systems in rural areas calls for a thor-
ough understanding of the socio-economic envi-
ronment, the availability of drinking water and the
circumstances that will surround the future man-
agers and users of the systems. On the basis of this
information, a decision can be made on whether
to provide the rural drinking water sector with hu-
manitarian aid or not. 

Populations Build their own Drinking
Water Supplies

The value of a drinking water supply system is gen-
erally the greatest when it is built by its ultimate
users. That means that new water supply systems
are planned jointly, and only the materials that are
not available locally (like hand pumps, electric
pumps, water pipes, cement and other building
and replacement materials) are purchased else-
where. The Swiss Government makes the person-
nel of the Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA)
available for humanitarian assistance – this Unit
supervises the building of installations and makes
sure that the material is used properly.

8  Rural Water Supplies: Humanitarian Aid
in the Drinking Water Sector
Peter Kaufmann

Planning and implementing rural infrastructure projects (including drinking water
supply) in the framework of humanitarian aid differs only marginally from those
approaches used in development cooperation. Environmental aspects, gender
questions, human rights issues and good governance are equally taken into 
account, and medium- and long-term deliberations are included from the outset of
an intervention. 

Training of health
workers.

In order for a water supply system to be able to op-
erate for a good number of years, it has to be tech-
nically straightforward, requiring only the mini-
mum of imported materials for operation and
capable of being repaired by the operators them-
selves. The supply will only function in the long run
if running costs are modest and are paid by the
water consumers.

Simple Water Processing is a Key Factor

In many cases, water must be processed before it
can be safely consumed. For example, the drink-
ing water for a refugee camp in Sudan had to be
sourced from an irrigation channel which con-
tained extremely turbid (muddy) water. In cooper-
ation with SANDEC, the Department for Water
and Sanitation in Developing Countries at the
Swiss Federal Institute for Environmental Science
and Technology (EAWAG), the SHA decided to
construct a simple gravel filter. The filter basin was
built with sandbags and sealed with plastic foil. 



During a fact-finding mission conducted by SDC in
the Moldovan region of Nisporeni in the year
2000, the Moldovan officials who were responsi-
ble for the water supply still dreamt of a Russian
regional supply with processed river water, a 50
kilometre long pumping main and a water con-
sumption of 200 litres per person per day. Only
with considerable effort was it possible to explain
that no such investments in infrastructure could be
supported within the framework of emergency hu-
manitarian aid. 

Initially, a concept had to be developed for a re-
gion in which only small quantities of good drink-
ing water were available. The idea was that the
supply of water should be divided: for personal
hygiene and the kitchen, every inhabitant would
receive ten litres of clean drinking water daily. For
laundry and cleaning, water of lower purity would
be used. The clean drinking water would come
from a protected spring, and the everyday house-
hold water from wells.

Wells and Spring Water Catchments

Because many wells were in poor condition, the
well water was constantly polluted. The rehabili-
tation of wells was therefore undertaken, with
SDC’s support. With simple drawings, the causes

of contamination could be explained; at the same
time, better ways of digging wells were also
demonstrated.

In the region of Nisporeni, there are many small,
natural springs that provide good quality drinking
water. Although small, the idea that these springs
should be tapped and channelled was quickly 
accepted by different communities, and several
simple but reliable water supplies were built.

Most of the work was carried out by the eventual
consumers which will lead to a long-term identifi-
cation with the systems. Only specialised work
was conducted by professionals, and the building
material was made available by the SHA.

Simultaneous Improvements in Sanitation

In addition to the building of water supply sys-
tems, a start was made with the construction of la-
trines near schools, together with the dissemina-
tion of information about the connection between
clean drinking water and effective sanitation. In
parallel with a project for health education and
hygiene behaviour implemented by SHA’s med-
ical group, all segments of the population were
able to be reached, including hospitals, women’s
groups and residents associations.
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Case Study: Drinking Water Supply in Moldova

Moldova is the poorest country in Europe and a main theatre for the provision of
humanitarian aid by the Swiss federal government. The supply of drinking water
is extremely poor in many villages and towns. Out of a short-term humanitarian
project that lasts for two to three years, a long-term engagement of the Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation may possibly emerge.

A local engineer ex-
plains the workings of
a hand pump.

Many wells are in a
neglected state.
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Water plays a central role in triggering natural dis-
asters. Excess water in the ground or on the sur-
face can cause the formation of rivers of mud,
flooding and landslides. A global study shows
that slightly more than half of all victims of the
worst natural catastrophes (floods, storms, earth-
quakes) die because of floods – roughly 25,000
deaths annually. The economic damages caused
by floods amounts to about one-third of the dam-
age caused by all natural catastrophes – roughly
25 billion US dollars each year. 

Asia is severely affected by floods, particularly
China, India, Japan, and countries along the
Mekong River. However, 2002 showed that ex-
tensive flooding and the associated devastation is
not confined to developing countries. The flooding

of the Moldova, the Elbe, the Danube and their
tributaries demonstrated the vulnerability of Cen-
tral Europe. In Switzerland, thunderstorms claim
two to three lives annually and cause damage 
valued at 250 million Swiss francs. In 1987,
storms caused damage valued at 1.3 billion Swiss
francs and eight people lost their lives. 

Avoiding Risks of Flooding, Reducing
Damage

The reduction of flood risks, flood prevention
measures and the limitation of potential flood
damage have a long tradition in Europe general-
ly, and in Switzerland in particular. Flood preven-
tion belongs to sustainable development of any re-
gion. In many developing countries however,

9  Water in Excess – Catastrophic 
Consequences
Franz Stössel and Markus Zimmermann

In connection with the global changes in climate, SDC has to deal increasingly 
with natural disasters like flooding. Today, this subject is an important element in
integrated water resources management. SDC provides assistance in the event of
natural disasters through emergency aid and help in reconstruction, and is also
engaged in preventive action.

“Thus, Switzerland also sent ex-
perts to Saxony. The Swiss confe-
derates are familiar with the mood
swings of mountain streams – the
Alps send us their regards. The
Müglitz and Weisseritz have
shown that they too can behave li-
ke mountain rivers and we have
seen that the Ore Mountains (Erz-
gebirge) can be every bit as dan-
gerous as the Alps. For this rea-
son, local experts were full of
praise about the ideas and expe-
riences of the Swiss…”

Sächsische Zeitung, 4 March
2003. (Newspaper of Saxony)

It is a long way from
a single raindrop to
a major flood.
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In a first stage of the project, an event analysis will
be compiled in Saxony. Special attention is given
to the processes that caused the most damage. It
was apparent that insufficient hydraulic capacity
of the riverbeds, combined with large quantities of
debris moving down the Müglitz, led to big prob-
lems. The damage was magnified severely in
many places by the narrowing of rivers through
road and bridge construction. From the insight
gained, it is possible to define scenarios and en-
dangering patterns. 

In an intensive exchange of experience, an at-
tempt is being made to extract insight from
Switzerland’s Flood Protection strategy, to be
adapted to the local circumstances with the Saxon
partners. The objective is to reach an appropriate
protection of residential and economic space with

land-use planning measures – whereby high pri-
ority is given to the drawing-up of flood risk maps
– to prevent a further increase in damage costs,
and to treat flowing waters as an essential com-
ponent of the environment with the relevant re-
quirement for space. The Swiss know-how meets
with an active and positive interest on all levels,
and discussions with the Swiss advisory team are
very much in demand, not least because of the
enormous time pressure. Initial success could be
recorded with the laying down of a Saxon guide-
line for the determination of a damage potential,
and the setting down of differentiated protection
goals. After a processing time for pilot projects
lasting five months, all the water catchment areas
in Saxony will now be dealt with according to this
procedure. With this, a first phase of the flood pro-
tection concept has already been completed. 
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Case Study: Flood Prevention in Saxony, Germany

In the framework of support to the victims of floods provided by the Swiss federal
government, SDC supports the appropriate agencies in Saxony with the planning
of a comprehensive flood protection concept for the tributaries of the Elbe.

The August floods of 2002 have cau-
sed damage around the tributaries
of the Upper Elbe valued at billions of
Euros. Now the Free State of Saxony
is faced with the challenge of rebuil-
ding several hundred kilometres of
waterways that were largely des-
troyed, and at the same time has to
improve flood prevention along the
rivers in a sustainable manner.

Weesenstein

In August, the Müglitz stream floo-
ded the whole valley. In the frame-
work of flood protection measures
against repeat occurrences, optimal
security has to be targeted, while ta-
king into account the intensive land
use for buildings, farming, roads
and railways. The reconstruction of
the river course with its tight bends
and multiple narrow passages plays
a central role in this regard. 

Floods can have 
disastrous conse-
quences.

prevention measures have made little progress.
Risk management is frequently restricted to reac-
tive intervention once the event has occurred (“re-
sponse”).

“Prevention” in its wider sense covers the preven-
tion of flooding, for instance through extensive re-
forestation or through the building of dams, reser-
voirs and dykes. Flood damage can be prevented
most efficiently by limiting the use of flood-prone

areas for certain applications (“land-use plan-
ning”). Among other measures, good monitoring
and an early warning system are effective means
of preparedness. With timely information, it is pos-
sible to erect temporary safety walls such as sand-
bag embankments, or to carry out evacuations.
This also calls for the preparation of relevant re-
sponse units. Integrated risk management also in-
cludes the financial covering of flood damage
through suitable insurance.
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Various action strategies increase the self-help 
potential of the local population:

� Promotion of the individual capacity for learn-
ing (human resources development).

� Enhancing the ability to achieve and the flex-
ibility of organisations (organisational devel-
opment).

� Establishing and strengthening the coopera-
tion between organisations and networks (net-
work development).

� Development of well disposed, legal, political
and socio-economic conditions, so that hu-
man beings and organisations can unfold and
improve their performance (system develop-
ment).

These four dimensions should be considered in a
balanced mutual relationship and supplemented
by the fifth dimension, the empowerment strategy.
Capacity building has to respect and build upon
the local realities, change processes and reforms
that already exist. In this, local knowledge plays a
central role.

10  Capacity Building as a means 
of Promoting Self-Help
Arthur Zimmermann and Cyrille Ameg

Capacity building is an important activity within all SDC programmes in order to pro-
mote sustainable development processes with partners. Special emphasis is given to
common learning and the empowerment of disadvantaged local populations, so that
these groups are able to articulate and defend their interests, and to develop greater
self-confidence. Capacity building also forms the basis for the strengthening of local
institutions. In order to be successful, capacity building must take place through 
locally anchored advisory centres. 

Butterfly with four di-
mensions of capacity
building…

…and if the butterfly
had a sting, it could
symbolise the partici-
pant's capacity for
self-assertion and
tenacity in the cooper-
ation system. 

Human Resources 
Development Potential and

Opportunities

Organisational 
Development

System 
Development

Network 
Development
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A workshop for local
capacity building 
in Ouagadougou, 
Burkina Faso.

Capacity Building – From a Simple
Building Site to a Complex Partnership

Long-term programme credits through SDC have
enabled Helvetas to distinguish itself as an ex-
pert organisation in the sector of drinking water.
In this regard, the building-up of core compe-
tencies is linked closely with changing frame-
work conditions. These changes influence the
choice and development of partners and call for
flexibility from the development cooperation
community.

In the drinking water programme launched by
Helvetas in Cameroon in 1964, the develop-
ment workers used to lend a hand in community
water projects in order to pass on practical
knowledge in building techniques to the farm-
ers. The increasing demand and the call for
trained tradesmen led to the setting-up of a
building trade school. Up until 1988, more than
a thousand masons, plumbers, carpenters and
mechanics had been trained there. Those that
were most successful received further training to
become foremen, technicians or engineers. To-
gether with Helvetas, they built more than 500
simple and complex water projects, most of
which still function today. The population made
regular contributions in the form of labour and
cash payments, often supported financially by
relatives who had emigrated. For maintenance
in the village, project committees and repairers
were trained. Since 1994, Helvetas has also
been engaged in measures to protect springs
because of the growing shortage of land and
water. 

Resource centres are determining structures in the
development of capacities of communities and
partners. It is they that register, document and dis-
seminate experiences, and finally adapt them to
the respective environment and, correspondingly
convert them into action. Already in the early
eighties, SDC took part in establishing resource
centres in the water and sanitation sector in East
and West Africa. Their importance as capacity
building agents was confirmed in a study in
1998. Consequently, resource centres in Africa,
Asia, Europe and Latin America are uniting into a
global coalition under the unifying banner of
“Streams of Knowledge”. This global network is
composed of regional networks.
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The regional centre CREPA considers capacity
building as a means of actively involving popu-
lations in community development. The centre
provides factual information and support calcu-
lated to strengthen the resources and the self-re-
spect of the people – two important factors for
success in development projects. Moreover,
CREPA promotes dialogue and cooperation be-
tween state and civil society through coordina-
tion points such as non-government organisa-
tions, commissions and associations. These
agencies receive training in participative meth-
ods, in communication techniques and in practi-
cally-oriented management counselling.

Capacity building takes various forms according
to project, local context and specific objectives:

� Courses in various technical and administra-
tive subjects are offered in order to boost the
organisational and specialist competencies of
staff in key positions.

� At colleges and universities, CREPA arranges
basic and advanced training courses for en-
gineers, technicians, tradesmen, communica-
tors and communal contact-persons for drink-
ing water, sanitation, health and community
development.

� Projects, non-government organisations, asso-
ciations and private agencies receive training
on demand in the realisation of specific activ-
ities in the water supply, sanitation and/or 
hygiene sectors. 

Case Study: Regional Centre for Water Supply and Sanitation,
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso

The “Centre Régional pour l’Eau Potable et l’Assainissement à faible coût” (CREPA) is
one of five African international networked education centres for water supply
and sanitation whose main task is capacity building. CREPA has a membership
presence in 15 countries from West and Central Africa and holds a key position in
the West African alliance. It offers training, applied research, legal help, management
of knowledge and advice. 

Water distribution with
handcarts.



� In smaller communities that have no suitable
local organisations, elected representatives of
the communities accept the responsibility for
the promotion of hygiene. They are trained by
CREPA and receive a mandate for carrying
out project activities.

� The proper administration of water resources
presupposes the formation of an appropriate
commission at user level. Commission mem-
bers are trained separately because they take
over different roles. Accordingly, the persons
responsible for the maintenance of infrastruc-
ture may be trained by a pump specialist and
the financial administrators may be trained by
a management expert. This kind of skill de-
velopment calls for the cooperation of various
specialists.

� CREPA arranges seminars to sensitise political
decision-makers about water-related prob-
lems. Additionally, various information media
are also targeted at this important group.

� Another key activity is the cultivation of public
relations. CREPA produces topic-related
posters and puts them up in suitable spots
such as schools, departmental offices and
public places in communities. For years,
video films produced by CREPA have also
been successfully used in training and sensi-
tising campaigns.
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Water filter: 
the sand remains in
the container.

A slab for latrine 
construction.
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Integrated Water Resources 
Management is Pivotal

Water is life. Water is a resource which is put to
multiple uses – as drinking water, for sanitation, in
farming and industry, for the production of energy.
But nature also needs water for the preservation of
its ecosystems. These varying interests compete
with one another and can lead to full-blown and
violent conflicts. Furthermore, the “spears” of the
various protagonists are unequal in length, be-
cause not all have equal access to water, and the
supervision over water resources often lies in the
hands of a few. Yet, water knows no boundaries.
Water is truly a global asset and access therefore
has to be safeguarded for all, and water usage
has to be planned efficiently, in a fully compre-
hensive and sustainable way. The protection and
regeneration of water resources must be included
in this planning. Much too often, water is polluted
and those responsible know that they will not be
held responsible for the consequences of their 
actions.

For years, SDC has been pursuing integrated and
sustainable approaches through its programmes.
The relationship between mankind and the envi-
ronment stands in the centre of this ideology.
SDC’s main objective is the improvement of hu-
man living conditions through sustainable devel-
opment and poverty reduction. 

The embedding of a project or programme in the
specific ecological and cultural context is impor-
tant for integrated action, while concurrently 
taking into consideration the social, institutional,
technical, economical and legal aspects. The
weighing and adjusting of the differing views and
interests of the various claimant groups is crucial –
often on the basis of a shared interest in the long-
term preservation (and therefore sustainable use)
of vital water resources; yet this common interest
may have seemed imperceptible at the outset.

In the planning and realisation of an integrated
approach, consideration must be given to realities
in the sector. Connections across sub-sectors can
be illustrated best with the help of the Global 
Water Partnership’s “Comb”. 

SDC’s Thematic and Regional Priorities 

In the past five to ten years, SDC has invested an
average of roughly 50 million Swiss francs per
year in close to a hundred water projects. In do-
ing so, it has accorded a distinct priority to the
area of “Water for People” (water supply and san-
itation). 

In 2003, SDC regulates about 60 million Swiss
francs for 125 projects in the water sector. A little
more than half of this amount flows into the area

Challenges for the Future

Water shortages will become commonplace. If present trends continue, two out of
three people will suffer from water shortages by the year 2025. However, sustainable
use and distribution of available fresh water reserves is possible. SDC supports the
campaign to establish access to water as a human right.

Rice growing 
in Indonesia.
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Cross-sectoral Integration 

Overlapping Fields 
of Action

Water 
for 

People

Water 
for 

Food

Water 
for 

Nature

Water 
for 

Other Uses 

Integrated Water Resources Management and its Relations to Sub-Sectors

“Water for People” refers to the drinking water and sanitation sub-sector, which has always had 
priority in the water programmes of International Development Cooperation.

“Water for Food” refers to the area of agriculture and irrigation for the production of food and fibre
crops such as cotton, flax and hemp. “Water for Food” accounts for a large share of total water use. 

“Water for Nature” refers to the availability of water for nature and thus, for the preservation of 
ecosystems such as wetlands and water catchment areas, coastal and sea ecosystems. 

“Water for Other Uses” refers mainly to the use of water for industry, energy and transport. These
are important elements of the global economy and are therefore often given priority at the expense of
other uses. 

The “Overlapping Fields of Action” refer to cross-cutting subjects such as the influences of the 
environment and issues of governance. 

The “Integrated Water Resources Management” (IWRM) takes into account the four categories
of uses “Water for People”, “Water for Food”, “Water for Nature” and “Water for Other Uses” which are
combined and considered along with the cross-cutting themes in an overall, integrated approach to 
resource management. 

A well 
in Burkina Faso.



construction. For example, 2002 was the year of
flood disasters and 40 million Swiss francs were
spent on humanitarian aid. Exceptionally at that
time, SDC did not just provide support to devel-
oping countries, but also provided reconstruction
and mitigation support to Germany and Austria
after extensive flood damage.

The allocation of funds across regions is more or
less balanced and follows clear priorities. Of the
60 million Swiss francs which were spent in the
water sector in 2003, Latin America, Asia and
Africa received an equal share of about one-quar-
ter each. Other less distinct geographical priority
areas are Eastern Europe and Central Asia with
about 15 percent of the total budget. The Near-
and Middle East along with support for activities
on an international level take up the remaining
and modest balance of reserves. 

Expenditure in 2003 According 
to Regions
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of “Water for People”. The IWRM and watershed
management projects take up another fifth of the
total. Since the early eighties, watershed man-
agement projects have been following an inte-
grated approach. Sixteen percent flows into the
category “Water for Food”. Another tenth of the
total volume is intended for cross-cutting spheres
of action and mainly focuses on the subjects of
conflict prevention, good governance, financing,
risk management and social development. “Water
for Nature” and “Water for Other Uses” are of 
minor significance in practice.

Planned Expenditure in 2003 
by Sub-Sector

On top of the average 50 million Swiss francs per
year, additional investments are made in humani-
tarian aid projects in response to major floods and
for the prevention of various natural disasters.
These budgets are determined annually and vary
significantly. Depending on the severity of events,
large sums can be spent on immediate help in re-

Water has cultural
and social values as
well as economic and
ecological signifi-
cance.

55% Water for People 
16% Water for Food 
2% Water for Nature 
0% Water for Other Uses 
9% Overlapping Fields of Action  

18% Integrated Water Resources Management 

55%16%

2%
0%

9% 18%

25% Latin America
25% Africa
24% Asia
15% Eastern Europe
1% Near- and Middle East
7% International
3% Others

25%

24%

15% 1% 7%
3%

25%



Across regions, the priority of thematic focus can
be very different: integrated approaches play a
particularly important role in Asia. In contrast,
special emphasis is placed on “Water for People”
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11% 3% 47% 12% 19% 7% Integrated Water Resources 
Management 

7% 2% 6% 18% 35% 35% Overlapping Fields of Action

0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% Water for Other Uses

1% 2% 0% 7% 0% 0% Water for Nature 

25% 18% 9% 14% 0% 12% Water for Food

56% 75% 38% 49% 46% 46% Water for People

in Africa, particularly on water supply and sanita-
tion measures. Here the IWRM projects only take
up a small part of total allocations. 

Expenditure in 2003 by Subject and Region
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Levels of Intervention and Partners

About one-third of all water projects are imple-
mented at local level, the majority of them in rural
areas. This corresponds with SDC’s traditional pri-
orities which focus on rural development and
place human beings, their interests, concerns and
participation at the centre.

Interventions on a regional, national and global
level are represented in a balanced way in each
area. The international water networks also be-
long in this category, which SDC has actively sup-
ported since the International Drinking Water
Decade. While the earlier share of local projects
was even larger, a shift in engagement towards
higher levels has taken place in recent years. The
local engagement will still constitute an important
part of SDC’s work in the future, however.

In cooperation with the partners, work is pro-
ceeding in a more integrated and broadly-based
way today. In this regard, a “multi-stakeholder 
approach” is urgently needed. For example, solu-
tions have to be developed locally and anchored
nationally, and strategies have to be developed at
national level, but tested and anchored locally. An
optimal cooperation of the most important part-
ners at micro-, meso- and macro-levels is essential
for the success of the project. 

On these various levels, SDC has collaborated in
stable partnerships for a long time already. This
applies to the local level as well as to the global
level. The traditional, long-term partners in the wa-
ter sector at local level cannot be listed individu-
ally because of their number. On a global level,
they are the World Bank, UNDP and UNICEF.
Commissioned by SDC, the most important proj-

Number of Projects According 
to Levels of Intervention

ect management organisations – which mainly im-
plement local projects – are the Swiss NGOs In-
tercooperation and Helvetas. The complete list of
other highly professional and long-standing coop-
eration partners would be long. Finally, it is worth
mentioning that SDC has implemented many proj-
ects itself, in cooperation with local partners – to
a volume of about 16 million francs per year,
which is a major exception in cross-comparison
with other SDC activity sectors. 

Challenges for the Future

Against the backdrop of the global water situa-
tion, the International Year of Freshwater 2003
provides an important opportunity for SDC to look
back and to engage itself in a more determined
way. This brochure shows where and how SDC
has worked in the water sector in the past, as well
as how it has positioned itself. This brochure is
therefore the result of an internal review and an
evaluation of experiences. 

A retrospective view is always a prerequisite for
future orientation. Thus, this brochure also encap-
sulates the basis for the new SDC water strategy,
which brings itself in line with the challenges of the
future. 

Considering Switzerland’s declared commitment
to the “Millennium Development Goals” and the
“Plan of Implementation” which were endorsed at
the Johannesburg Summit, SDC intends to pursue
its active engagement in the future and to face up
to the new challenges in the water sector. 

A basic principle of future engagements will be
that sustainable water management provides the
ecological, economic and social prerequisites for
secure living and contributes towards poverty re-
duction. 

Further important principles and strategy elements
were developed by Switzerland within the frame-
work of the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto in
March 2003. In the coming months, the corre-
sponding, concrete strategy elements, action
fields and priorities will be weighed up within the
framework of SDC’s available experiences, evolv-
ing general conditions, possibilities and re-
sources. The result of these deliberations will sub-
sequently be incorporated into SDC’s new water
strategy. 

Multilateral

Regional

National

Local Urban 7%

Local Rural 

Other

14%

17%

18%

28%

16%
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Switzerland’s Position in Kyoto, March 2003

� Water is a key element for sustainable development.
� Water is a common asset with economic, ecological, social and cultural values. These values have

to be taken into account in a balanced way for successful, integrated water management.
� Water is a limited resource. Its use has to do justice to various needs and groups concerned. 
� Responsible management of water is a prerequisite for equitable access to fresh water resources

and their distribution. 
� Decentralisation is essential. The management of water resources should occur as close as possible

to the users-especially in rural areas.
� Regional and international cooperation as well as good water management are core contributions

to peace, security and stability on all levels.
� New and innovative approaches to financing, investment and partnerships are to be developed

in order to generate sufficient financial means to guarantee a financially-acceptable access to 
water and a functioning infrastructure for all. 

� An integrated water management covers all aspects of the sector and calls for an interdisciplinary
and responsible approach in cooperation with all those involved. 

� Adjustment to climatic changes means taking precautionary measures, i.e., prevention of natural
disasters – like droughts and floods – through risk- and danger management. 

� It is a global task to reach the internationally agreed water goals. Therefore, an international 
coordination mechanism in the area of water should be established which allows us to rationalise
efforts, to strengthen cooperation, to develop synergies, and to avoid duplication of tasks. 

� The protection of ecosystems as well as the sustainable use of water are of first priority. Preventive
measures for the protection of water resources will turn out cheaper and more efficient than the 
remediation of water pollution caused by irresponsible use. 

� The application of water-saving technologies as well as sustainable use of water, for instance in 
irrigation, make it possible to save large quantities of water and to channel these into drinking 
water and other requirements. 

� The aspect of gender has to be integrated at all levels. The inclusion of women in the search for
solutions and their subsequent realisation is an important procurement of resources and leads to a
more efficient use of water. 

In the future – and for the water strategy that is un-
der development – it is important that local people
play central roles from their specific environments.
Special attention has to be paid to them. They are
the people who build the infrastructure and who
work with it; they operate it and through their ac-
tions they are able to carefully and sustainably use
common and precious water resources. Through
all of its activities, SDC seeks to improve the living
conditions of these people and to alleviate their
poverty.
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