
UNICEF Staff Working Papers
Evaluation, Policy and Planning Series

Number EPP 00-002

Urban poor pay for water:
evidence and implications

for going to scale

by

Ashok Nigam

UNICEF
New York, N.Y., USA



Copyright 2000
United Nations Children's Fund
Programme Publications
3 UN Plaza
New York, NY 10017
USA

ISBN: [92-806-3558-1]

January 2000

Staff Working Papers are working documents. They present new ideas, innovative approaches, case
studies, bibliographies and research results, prepared either by UNICEF staff or by consultants or
others supported by UNICEF. Their purpose is to facilitate the rapid exchange of knowledge and
perspectives among field offices and to stimulate discussions. The contents of this working paper
do not necessarily reflect the policies or the views of UNICEF.

The typescript has not been edited to official publications standards, and UNICEF accepts no
responsibility for errors.

The designations employed in this publication and the presentation of the material do not imply on
the part of the United Nations Children's Fund the expression of any opinion whatsoever concerning
the legal status of any country or territory, or of its authorities, or the delimitations of its frontiers.



Table of contents

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................................................4

RESUME............................................................™

RESUMEN ..................................................................

I INTRODUCTION..............................................................................................................................................?

II THE EVIDENCE ON PAYMENT BY THE URBAN POOR........................................................................ 8

III RECONCILING THE HUMAN RIGHT TO WATER WITH RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS, AND
COST-RECOVERY........................................................................................................................................10

IV APPROPRIATE INSTITUTIONS.................................................................................................................!!

V VALUE FOR MONEY, EQUITY AND PARTNERSHIPS......................................................................... 15

VI LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE EVIDENCE......................................................................................... 17

REFERENCES.......................................................................................................................................................... 20



Urban poor pay for water

Abstract

Much of the debate on cost-recovery in water and sanitation has centred on whether the poor
should or should not pay for these services - indeed the title of the paper is derived from some
lessons learned in the sector. This debate has recently moved from the realm of economics to human
rights and the interactions between the two. Useful as these debates are in laying down certain
principles, ultimately the practical aspects of implementation and resource constraints will determine
what is workable in a country-specific setting for achieving the basic need of safe drinking water and
sanitation.

The paper questions why the many experiences and 'models' which show that the poor are
willing to pay for water have not gone to scale. It suggests that the replication should be of the
principles of cost recovery rather than of the models themselves. Some of the principles that work
are community collection of tariffs and community responsibility in the management of the facilities.
In this regard the lessons from microcredit of peer pressure and women as managers of water
committee are useful for going to scale.

In arriving at some measure of agreement on the appropriate tariffs and subsidies, the paper
argues that their design must meet the considerations of value for money, equity and partnerships.
Success in going to scale is critically dependent on the institutional structure, including community-
driven mechanisms, within which tariffs and subsidies are designed.



Urban poor pay for water

RESUME

Le plus souvent, le debat sur la recuperation des couts entraines par les travaux d'adduction
d'eau et d'assainissement a porte sur la question de savoir si les pauvres devaient ou ne devaient
pas payer ces services — et, de fait, le titre du document a ete choisi d'apres certains
enseignements degages dans le secteur. Le debat s'est recemment elargi, passant de 1'economie
aux droits de I'homme, et aux liens entre celle-la et ceux-ci. Pour utile que soit ce debat pour
poser certains principes, en fin de compte, les aspects pratiques de 1'application et les contraintes
pesant sur les ressources determineront ce qui, dans un pays donne, est realisable des lors qu'on
veut satisfaire le besoin essentiel d'eau potable et d'assainissement.

Les auteurs du document se demandent pourquoi les nombreuses experiences et les
"modeles" qui montrent que les pauvres sont disposes a payer 1'eau qu'ils consomment ne sont
pas appliques en vraie grandeur. L'etude montre que ce qu'il faut propager, ce sont les principes
de la recuperation des couts et non pas les modeles eux-memes. Certains principes fonctionnent
effectivement: la perception communautaire des taxes et la responsabilite collective de la gestion
des equipements. A ce sujet, les Ie9ons du microcredit, qui mettent en evidence 1'interet de la
pression collective et montrent que les femmes peuvent diriger fort bien un comite de 1'eau, sont
utiles pour le passage aux operations en vraie grandeur.

Si Ton tente de se mettre d'accord sur ce que seraient des tarifs et des subventions appropries, I'etude
montre que leur calcul doit obeir a un souci de rentabilite, d'equite et de cooperation. Le succes,
dans le passage aux operations en vraie grandeur, depend de fa9on critique de la structure
institutionnelle, et notamment des mecanismes communautaires, dans le cadre desquels les taxes et
subventions sont calcules.


