
Most rural water systems in Uganda lack sufficient resources to fund operation and maintenance (O&M). For example, in
Kabarole district, regular water user payments occur at fewer than 10% of water points, though user contributions
following a breakdown are more common. However, collecting fees post-breakdown is inefficient and contributes to long
periods of downtime. Field studies in Uganda indicate that rural water supplies are non-functioning 30 to 40% of the
time on average, with worse performance in some areas.

Identifying strategies for improving revenue collection at rural water systems is critical to sustained water service
delivery. In fact, the Ministry of Water and Environment’s (MWE) new O&M framework for rural water supply promotes
water user payments as the primary funding mechanism to support rural water services. There are two main approaches
for structuring water user payments: Pay-as-you-fetch (PAYF) and flat fees. 

With flat fees, water users pay a set amount for a given
period (e.g., month or year). The collected money is then
used to pay for maintenance when needed. Village
Savings and Loans Associations (VLSAs) are promising
structures to administer flat-fee payments. VLSAs are
informal groups whose primary objective is to allow
members to save money and access loans with interest.
VSLAs, therefore, typically have robust accountability
mechanisms that establish trust among users. VSLAs
may thus be more trustworthy to handle water fees than
the Water User Committees traditionally responsible for
managing water points, as these usually do not have the
same accountability mechanisms. In Uganda, several
non-governmental organizations, including Water Trust
and Water for People, are working with VSLAs to create 

In PAYF, users make direct cash payments to a caretaker
at the water point each time they collect water. If the
water source is equipped with a prepaid meter, users
purchase credit from a local vendor, which is loaded on
a token that is then debited as they collect water. 

PAYF is widely used in piped systems (typically at
standpipes and kiosks) and is increasingly being applied
to non-piped water systems with varying degrees of
success. To date, PAYF has had limited success in rural
Uganda. IRC piloted PAYF in Kabarole district, but after
two years, only 30% of water sources maintained the
payment system. Even at those sources, recent survey
data indicate that only 36% of water users actually pay
the tariff required by the PAYF system in place.
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The FDGs took place between May and June 2019. The total number of respondents was 55 (30 females) with a range of
4-9 participants per FGD (median of 9 participants). One group was exclusively comprised of males, another one
exclusively of females, and others were a mix of males and females. The five FGDs with water users had no current or
previous members of Water User Committees.

The survey evaluated WTP for water system management via a flat-fee structure. In this scenario, water users would
make monthly payments to a VSLA-managed “water fund.” We incorporated WTP questions into IRC’s survey of 484
handpump users in September-October 2019. One-quarter (120/484) of participants indicated that their primary water
source was a handpump where a PAYF system had previously been established.

To assess affordability of the PAYF and flat-fee approaches, we examined whether water expenditures would remain
under five percent of total household expenditures. We used this benchmark because the United Nations General
Assembly recommends that water and sanitation do not exceed 5% of household expenditures. This calculation
indicated that water expenses should remain under ~17,095 UGX/month (4.6 USD/month) for "average" households and
under ~5,200 UGX/month (1.4 USD/month) for "poor" households (Figure 2).

Figure 2.  Monthly expenditures for
“average” households in western Uganda

and for households at the national
poverty line, and the maximum

recommended water and sanitation
expenditures based on a 5% threshold.

dedicated savings funds for handpump maintenance. In
this approach, a small percentage of members’
payments is ear-marked in a so-called “water fund,”
which can only be used for handpump maintenance.

Water Trust reports encouraging results: in a 2017 pilot
in Western Uganda, 20 water points with VSLA-based
“water funds'' had collected an annual average of
approximately 164 USD for O&M. In the same period, 42
water points where fees were managed by Water User
Committees had only collected 48 USD on average, i.e.,
75% less. As of 2020, Water Trust had trained 192 VSLAs
with an average water fund balance of 173 USD.

To assess the potential of flat-fee payments to improve
financial resources for rural water services in Kabarole,
we conducted seven focus group discussions (FGDs)
with water users (5) and Water User Committee
members (2), as well as stated willingness-to-pay (WTP)
surveys with water users (484).

METHODS

Figure 1. A Water Point in Kabarole District in Western
Uganda.
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Water users highlighted the need for increased
accountability for O&M funds. Some respondents
noted challenges with trusting Water User Committees
to use funds appropriately. Water users believed that
many people may be more willing to pay consistently if
robust accountability mechanisms were in place that
could assure people of how their money was spent.
When asked about the VSLA-managed "water fund"
approach, water users approved of the strong
accountability mechanisms of VSLAs and saw the
benefits of consistent flat-fee payments over collecting
money post-breakdown. 

We found that water users in Kabarole district
preferred flat fees over PAYF. Water users were
willing to pay for water infrastructure (i.e., handpump
repairs) but were less inclined to pay for water itself.
Users regarded paying per jerrycan (20 liters) as too
expensive and felt that water itself should be free of
charge. 

Generally, children were the primary water
collectors, which was not compatible with PAYF
models. Children were often not required to pay at
water points, leading to inconsistent revenue collection
in PAYF models. 

Users relied on alternative water sources when
water points were broken. Local communities relied
on numerous drinking water sources, both improved
and unimproved. The availability of multiple water
sources allowed users to cope with handpump
breakdowns and lowered their sense of urgency with
respect to payments. 
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WATER USER: “THE SYSTEM OF PAYING 50 SHILLINGS
CANNOT BE MANAGED BECAUSE OUR PEOPLE HERE
DO NOT EARN EVERY DAY AND A PERSON CANNOT
BORROW MONEY EVERY DAY TO PAY FOR WATER.

WATER USER: “THE SYSTEM OF PAYING 50 SHILLINGS
CANNOT BE MANAGED BECAUSE OUR PEOPLE HERE
DO NOT EARN EVERY DAY AND A PERSON CANNOT
BORROW MONEY EVERY DAY TO PAY FOR WATER."

WATER USER: “THERE ARE PEOPLE LIKE OLD WOMEN
WHO CAN’T AFFORD THAT MONEY [PAYING PER
JERRYCAN] AND THEY CAN USE GRANDCHILDREN TO
PUMP WATER FOR FREE.” 

WATER USER: “IN OUR COMMUNITY, PEOPLE MAY
NOT GIVE 50 SHILLINGS FOR THE JERRYCAN OF
WATER. ONE MAY SAY THAT IF IT IS NOT FREE LET ME
GO AND GET WATER FROM THE TRADITIONAL WELL.”

WATER USER: “WATER USER COMMITTEES SHOULD
PROVIDE ACCOUNTABILITY OF THE MONEY
COLLECTED AND HOW IT IS SPENT SO AS TO KNOW
THAT WE ARE MOVING FORWARD OR IF THERE IS ANY
CHANGE, AND THAT CAN GIVE US MORALE IN WHAT
WE ARE DOING."

WATER USER: "THERE IS A BOREHOLE THAT BREAKS
DOWN ALWAYS. THE CHAIRPERSON SUGGESTED TO
MEMBERS TO HAVE AN EMERGENCY FUND FOR THE
WATER SOURCE AND IT WORKS WELL BECAUSE HE
HAS THE MONEY AND HE GIVES ACCOUNTABILITY."

FINDINGS:

Most respondents were willing to pay some amount into a VSLA-managed “water fund.” Among the survey
respondents, the median WTP was 1,000 UGX/month (~0.27 USD/month) (Figure 3), and 73% of respondents were willing
to pay this amount. In contrast, only 21% were willing to pay 2,000 UGX/month (~0.54 USD/month). Our FGD
respondents also felt that 1,000 UGX/month per household (~0.27 USD/month) would be affordable and believed that
most community members would be willing to pay this amount. 



Compared to a PAYF system, the flat-fee system is
likely to be more affordable, particularly for poor
households. With a flat fee of 1,000 UGX/month per
household (~0.27 USD/month), water costs would lie well
below 1% of total expenditures for “average” households
and just above 1% for “poor” households. In comparison,
PAYF tariffs typically range from 50 UGX (the smallest coin,
0.14 USD) to 300 UGX (0.81 USD) per 20-L jerrycan. At 100
UGX per jerrycan, a household fetching 20 liters of water
per person per day, the WHO minimum recommended
amount to cover all essential needs, would spend 13,725
UGX (3.7 USD) per month, representing 13% of total
expenditures among poor households and 4% among
average households (Figure 4). Even at the lowest tariff of
50 UGX per 20-L jerrycan, water services may be
unaffordable for poor households because they would
constitute 7% of household expenditures (Figure 4).
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Figure 4:  Monthly household water expenditures
compared to total household expenditures for poor and

average households in the PAYF and flat-fee systems.
For the PAYF system, water expenditures are displayed

for 20 L/person/day (WHO minimum recommended
amount for all essential needs). Light blue indicates a
PAYF tariff of 50 UGX (0.14 USD) per 20-L jerrycan, and
dark blue indicates a tariff of 100 UGX (0.28 USD) per

20-L jerrycan. The flat fee structure of 1,000
UGX/household/month is indicated in green. 

 
We assumed that the average household had 4.5
members. The red line indicates the maximum

recommended amount that a poor household should
spend on water and sanitation services. The orange line

shows the maximum recommended amount that the
average household should spend on water and

sanitation services.
 

Figure 3: Demand curve showing the proportion of households
willing to pay varying monthly contributions to a VSLA-managed

“water fund” (n=484). 1 USD=3,700 UGX
 

DISCUSSION: 

The poor financial health of rural water systems in Uganda undermines prospects for achieving universal access to safe
water. One of the causes of this problem is that willingness-to-pay for water services among rural households is low,
particularly under PAYF systems where funds are managed by Water User Committees that lack financial accountability.
Further, PAYF tariffs are often not affordable for poor households, and political campaigns have accentuated the belief
that water should be free. 

Our findings suggest that in some parts of rural Uganda, water users may adapt more easily to a flat-fee system than
PAYF tariffs. Our FGDs and WTP survey suggested that a flat-fee of 1,000 UGX/month per household (~0.27 USD/month)
may be acceptable. This amount would be consistent with a recent district resolution in Kabarole, mandating that each
household should pay 1,000 UGX/month for water infrastructure. It would also be relatively affordable, constituting only
around 1% of a poor household’s expenditures (Figure 4). 
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When enforced, the PAYF approach may have a higher revenue potential than the flat fee approach. However, PAYF is not
universally appropriate and suffers from low adherence in contexts with relatively weak cash economies and unfavorable
political economies. In such contexts, the flat fee approach may have higher adherence and raise more revenue than
PAYF. Though a flat fee of 1,000 UGX/month per household is likely insufficient to cover all O&M costs, it would be an
improvement over the status quo and, via improved water system financial health, may unlock additional funding sources
such as government subsidies and social impact investments.   
 
For the flat-fee approach to work effectively, accountability mechanisms need to be set into place. Leveraging VSLAs,
which are trusted structures, to manage funds is a promising solution that deserves further testing. In 2021, Aquaya is
testing VLSA-managed water funds in 10 communities in Kabarole district to rigorously measure the extent to which they
can improve the financial health of rural water systems. 
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Figure 5. A Village Savings and Loans Associations meeting in
Kabarole district.
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