The Multistakeholder Dialogues on Water and the Private Sector (The Water Dialogues)

“A dialogue on whether and how the private sector can contribute to the achievement of sustainable and affordable water for all.”

What are The Water Dialogues?

The Water Dialogues are a series of national multistakeholder dialogues, supported by agreed research that examines whether and how the private sector can contribute to the delivery of affordable and sustainable water supply and sanitation services, especially to poor communities.

The Water Dialogues differ from previous international multistakeholder processes in that the emphasis is on national and sub-national level debate and research. National multistakeholder working groups design and supervise targeted research to assess the most appropriate delivery options for water and sanitation services (WSS). By operating at the level of implementation, the outputs are more context specific and feed directly into national and local sector reform processes.


The Water Dialogues facilitates the participation of the full range of stakeholders in WSS, including those normally not involved in research or policy. The international ‘umbrella’ (encompassing terms of reference, the Scoping Report and Reframing Questions, the mandates set by the 2004 Berlin Conference, and the professional support from the international secretariat and International Working Group - IWG) allows local and national groups normally inimical to one another to come together to attempt to find common ground, and possibly consensus, around the themes highlighted above.  This ‘coming together’ of normally implacable (and non-communicative) foes serves to resolve problems, create trust and strengthen policy-making and implementation, at local and national levels.
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Community involvement in pipe installation (Photo Courtesy of The Water Dialogues, South Africa)
Findings from national multistakeholder dialogues are drawn together and publicised at international level through reports, presentations, conferences and on the project website so as to contribute to sector policy developments. The methods and processes used to create and sustain effective multistakeholder dialogues and the real life experiences of participants are recorded and published so that others wishing to pursue similar initiatives can benefit from the lessons learned.
Five National Working Groups (NWGs) have been created in Brazil, Indonesia, the Phillipines, South Africa and Uganda. An International Secretariat was set up in October 2005 to provide support and guidance to national dialogues and coordinate the International Working Group that acts as the projects board. 

DFID have committed £550,000 as part of a co-funded budget of £695,695, which is also funded by GTZ, WaterAid and Thameswater. The budget was designed to support the activities of the international secretariat over a two-year period June 2006 – May 2008, but this end date has since been revised to September 2009. This will allow recent activities to mature and multistakeholder discussion of research data and analysis at all stages of the research process. 

Why is The Water Dialogues necessary?

Access to safe and affordable water and sanitation is one of the key drivers of social development and economic growth and is a significant factor in improving the lives and dignity of poor women and men.  Yet progress towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) remains slow.  More than one billion people lack a safe water supply, while some two and a half billion have no access to sanitation.

Over the past five years recognition has grown that fierce arguments over private sector participation in water supply and sanitation (WSS) are having a significant negative impact on progress towards the MDGs.  As underlined by events in Bolivia, Ghana, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Tanzania and Uruguay, the costs of this polarisation have included social unrest, increased political risk, uncertainty and indecision, and reversals of government policy. Although some may say this debate has become moot, given the withdrawal of the big multinational corporations, most practitioners on the ground maintain the relevance of this topic and the importance of the multistakeholder process.

Past attempts to resolve the clashes between opposing groups have focused mainly on conducting research to generate evidence about specific areas of disagreement.  But despite a considerable body of research having been amassed this has not eased tensions nor changed perceptions.  Unfortunately, neither side trusts “evidence” produced by the other.  Nevertheless, interviews with over 300 stakeholders conducted by The Water Dialogues indicate that there is sufficient common ground in terms of desired outcomes to provide the basis for multistakeholder processes.

In response to the conflict over Private Sector Participation (PSP) in the WSS, representatives from organisations with widely differing perspectives and interests came together to explore the possibility of employing multistakeholder dialogues to generate ‘more light and less heat’ in future debates and decision-making regarding water supply and sanitation.  They formed a multistakeholder IWG and began to promote the case for a multistakeholder review.

In the countries where multistakeholder National Working Groups are present, these will raise the profile of, and attention given to the WSS within government circles, as well as providing a basis for formulating future sector policies regarding the involvement of the private sector.

What has Water Dialogues achieved to date?

Whilst each of the five NWGs have different priorities and methodologies for their research, the platform that unites their work is drawn from the principles and framework first established by the Scoping Study and associated meeting in Berlin in 2004. Recent achievements in each country will be outlined below, but one of the major successes noted by all NWGs has been the steady growth of trust between members from different perspectives as part of the unique process that defines this project.
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· Brazil
The Brazil Working Group was the first national dialogue to become established, in 2003. In 2005 the working group secured full funding from the government, through a World Bank funded programme, and established an agreed terms of reference. The Brazilian Working Group hired a consortium comprised of INECON, a private consultancy firm based in Chile, and Fundação Getulio Vargas, a Brazilian university-linked foundation to develop and carry out its research. They were selected through an international bidding process and officially started their work in March 2007. 

The research looks at 34 full concessions and 13 BOTs spread across the country – all of which have different contracts. The focus is on four questions around the impact of PSP in the provision of water and sanitation.
 The research is longitudinal and will gather information on the pre-PSP period for each of the concessions, as well as what happened during the transition and the performance under PSP. As part of the research a household survey in all municipalities where full concessions are present has been conducted to measure the coverage, quality and customer satisfaction of the service. It is the first time that a survey focusing on issues around PSP has been conducted in Brazil. 

After each phase of the research, stakeholder workshops are held to discuss and validate the findings. One such workshop focussed on agreeing the methodology for the research. The Brazilian Working Group hosted a multistakeholder workshop in Brasilia, facilitated by the consultants, to review the methodology and get expert feedback on the proposed research. The workshop was well attended by a range of stakeholders, including: representatives of the public sector from Central, State and Municipal governments; the private sector; academics and research institutions. Miguel Solanes, a member of The Water Dialogues International Academic Panel, played a key role during the workshop.

The Brazil NWG expects to release their final research report in October 2008. This will be linked to an advocacy and communications agenda at both national and international level.

One of the direct effects of dialogue on policy-making that the Brazil NWG has observed involved the Government of Brazil. The NWG’s dialogue created the trust and understanding necessary for the Government to pass Law 11 445 on 5 January 2007, something that had been delayed for almost 20 years due to disagreements within the sector. Government and other stakeholders have identified The Water Dialogues process as playing a significant role in agreeing a way forward. Currently, the NWG is playing an active role in the drafting of the regulations that will put this law into practice.
· Indonesia: 

Since securing funding from IDRC in February 2008, Indonesia have appointed a coordinator to oversee their research and they have held two meetings to discuss their research methodology and other substantive issues relevant to Indonesia’s socio-environmental climate. Two pilot case studies have also been identified to compare aspects of financing, impacts of PSP, management and other technical factors between a public sector utility and one with private sector involvement.

The Indonesia Working Group has made significant progress in developing an overview publication (a ‘White Paper’) on the current state of Private Sector Participation in Water and Sanitation in Indonesia. The White Paper includes a separate analysis that incorporates NWG members’ different perspectives on the material presented. The Working Group hired a professional writer to complete the task and expect to have a final version of the paper ready by October 2008. The paper’s main purpose will be to provide a springboard for NWG-hosted discussions among wider WATSAN sector stakeholders. 

· Philippines: 

In 2006 the Philippines Working Group chose to re-focus their energies and adopt a different approach to their dialogue, including on research. Rather than an emphasis on long-term research, the Philippines’ NWG decided to organise series of multistakeholder roundtable meetings focusing on the question “How can the Philippines best achieve rapid universal coverage?” The IWG has endorsed this approach.

The NWG’s approach has allowed the group to broaden their research to encompass exploration of best practices in water service delivery in the Philippines. The Working Group has agreed to work in line with the goals of the Philippine Water Supply and Sector Roadmap, a multi stakeholder process supported mainly by the GTZ in the Philippines and led by the National Water Resources Board and the National Economic and Development Authority. The NWG have been actively involved in developing the Roadmap process, which aims to integrate operational strategies of major water supply agencies and local governments to achieve national water supply targets.

The first roundtable series provided a platform to better understand different options available for service delivery and their strengths and weaknesses in relation to meeting the needs of the poor. The meetings resulted in the formation of the National Water and Sanitation Association of the Philippines – a collective voice for policy, advocacy and mutual support systems among water providers who unite in the common goal of sustainable water for all Filipinos.

In late 2007, after taking stock of the results of the first series of roundtables, the Philippines NWG decided that the major bottleneck for universal coverage and services for the poor converged around issues of regulation and financing. It is hoped that another series of roundtables will facilitate the creation of a single economic regulatory agency, whilst in relation to financing issues major donors such as USAID and the Asia Development Bank have joined in discussions on how to improve financing arrangements for service providers.
· South Africa: 

The Water Dialogues-South Africa (WD-SA) has developed a strong multistakeholder Working Group that meets quarterly and operates according to a Code of Conduct that all members have signed.  It is funded by IrishAid and employs a full time Coordinator.  The Working Group's main purpose is to engage with findings from WD-SA's research and to provide strategic direction to the project.

Both the WD-SA research design and the selection of researchers is a product of multistakeholder dialogue, ensuring that neither is the basis for any stakeholder to dismiss research findings.  The WD-SA case study research design, approved by a Forum of over fifty participants in April 2007, is based on participatory community research and key informant interviews with municipal officials and water service providers and is supplemented by a financial expert's review.  Case study areas were selected to reflect a range of service provision, from private to public arrangement, and various levels of municipal capacity.   

To date three pilot case studies have been completed and the Working Group has reviewed findings and identified cross cutting issues.  WD-SA operates on the basis of "confrontative dialogue", i.e. it is important to surface points of contention and for each member or sector to understand the motives and logic of the other members and sectors, rather than forge a false consensus that may be dominated by more powerful members. It is making important progress discussing these issues, on which advocacy plans will be developed at its second Forum in October 2008.  An additional five case studies are underway and their findings will be used to support, qualify, or correct this work on cross cutting issues.  

WD-SA has developed an approach to ensure local community participation in their work through “local dialogues”. These draw together community and municipal stakeholders and water service providers to discuss WD-SA's findings in their area and possible local responses to the issues identified.  It is expected that these will act as a catalyst for improved and possibly ongoing communication at this level.
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· Uganda: 

As with other national dialogues the Uganda Water and Sanitation Dialogues (UWSD) was highly successful in bringing together stakeholders from a broad range of sectors. With funding secured from the French Embassy and WaterAid Uganda, UWSD became actively involved in various outreach initiatives, including involvement at the Development Partners Retreat on Water in Uganda in February 2007, where they gave a presentation on the work of UWSD. The unique process of the Dialogues and its contribution to achieving the MDGs was forwarded and well received. 

In 2007 the NWG nominated Sam Watasa, a member of the group and eminent consultant, to conduct a comprehensive inventory of existing research documents in the sector since 1995. The resultant desk study, ‘Water and Sanitation – Modes of Supply in Uganda’, reviewed existing research documents with the aim of identifying the work currently available and gaps that require further research. Three topics for the development of position papers were identified from this research - financing, regulation and small-water vendors. The desk study and position papers will be presented and analysed at a UWSD-hosted multistakeholder forum to be held in September 2008. They will also be presented at the Joint Sector Review in October 2008.

Future for Water Dialogues

The project is due to be completed by September 2009 allowing time to finalise reports, ensure the output of international deliverables, determine key policy recommendations and an advocacy strategy for all organisations involved with the project. International deliverables will include a Practical Guide and Critical Story documenting process and methodology for multistakeholder dialogue; thematic papers on financing, regulations and PSP; and a synthesis report.

If its methods and results are deemed successful, it is hoped that the work will be taken on, absorbed into and continued by an appropriate international institution. In addition, the models and methods for multistakeholder dialogues to resolve contentious policy issues will be available to governments, civil society and industry to employ as required.  

At it draws to an end, the project will commission an external review of its work at international level that will look both at process and initial impacts.  Long-term impacts will only be seen after the project is completed. At national level, similar reviews will take place that will include assessments of project effectiveness by all the stakeholders involved. 

For further information please visit the Water Dialogues website; http://www.waterdialogues.org/
The South African Working Group reviews and discusses research findings
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IWG members from five countries meet to work together
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� The four questions asked were:


What is the impact of Private Sector Participation on the performance of utilities in the delivery of water and sanitation services?


What is the impact of Private Sector Participation on households and their access to and the quality of water and sanitation services?


What is the fiscal impact of Private Sector Participation?


How the different forms of PSP and existing institutional arrangements have impacted the results of the three questions above.
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