What can we learn from The Water Dialogues research?
Stakeholders highlighted the following ten successes—our over-arching findings— that all municipalities can build on: 

1. Each case study shows that effective water services require the appropriate skills, strong leadership, on-going communication and local accountability.  Where the importance of any one of these is underestimated and neglected, the impacts are evident in the poor quality and unreliability of services.  This was evident in all case studies. 

2. There is no one-size-fits-all best-approach, and institutional models work best when they are developed on the basis of robust, comprehensive local assessment of what the key challenges are and how best to meet them. For example, 

· In Maluti-a-Phofung, there was a need for a single integrated service entity, with common policies, to implement a more equitable approach to providing services over previously separate jurisdictions. 

· In Chris Hani DM, the municipality recognised it did not have the capacity to operate and maintain all services across dispersed rural settlements from a central point, and chose to partner with local community based organisations (CBOs) and micro-service providers as a way of ensuring locally-based provision of reliable services.

The context overrides any model.  There is no single blueprint. 

3. It is essential to allow time to test, adapt, refine and consolidate the selected institutional arrangement, rather than throwing it out prematurely in favour of a different approach. Institutional continuity is vital for effective service provision, as it can take many years to develop the systems and competencies needed to deliver services; in contrast, institutional restructuring disrupts services provision by diverting energy away from daily management and operations, and should not be undertaken unless all alternatives have been considered carefully. For example, 

· Ugu DM has steadily developed and refined its approaches and systems, and built up a strong team that is well equipped to handle the diverse service challenges across the urban-rural continuum. 

· Conversely, persistently poor service provision in Bushbuckridge highlights some of the risks associated with transferring functions from one poorly performing authority to another. 

Internationally and nationally there is a need to shift away from an excessive preoccupation with institutional approaches, which tend to rely on layers of capacity and governance that are generally quite rare or undeveloped, toward the nuts and bolts of good operational practice.

4. Despite the failures of the uThukela Partnership approach, implementation of a multi- jurisdictional water utility model, across more than one municipality, has merit.  This approach has the potential to make the best use of available skills and resources and achieve economies of scale.  It failed in uThukela primarily because of local politics, poor inter-municipal coordination and an assumption that its benefits would deliver themselves, rather than requiring careful planning and management.  If practical and pragmatic strategies are developed to address each of these issues, the uThukela model could be adapted for implementation elsewhere. 

5. Underlying any institutional decision is the capacity of the municipality. There is a shortage of critical skills and competencies in most municipalities, particularly rural ones, and available funds fall short of what is needed.  However capacity can be strengthened by managing and utilising existing competencies more effectively. Long term strategies and short term interventions are needed to address systemic problems, drawing on people with experience to provide hands-on support. 

Successes evidenced in WD-SA case studies depended on the commitment and capability of the staff-- on how things were done rather than what was done.  It is not a matter of following bureaucratic processes and ticking off checklists, but of productivity and good performance. In this respect recruitment, selection and retention of competent staff is critical – alongside continuous performance management. 

6. Within a single municipality, consolidation of skills and resources into a single integrated entity that focuses on water services provision is more effective than a range of small service departments with poorly aligned objectives, service levels, operating systems and human resources approaches.  For example, Johannesburg Water (JW) benefited from amalgamation of 11 different municipal water departments.  Chris Hani struggled to provide effective oversight by virtue of decentralizing different functions to various players without a strong authority function being played by the DM. 

7. Service delivery is enhanced greatly when the municipality is clear about what it wants to achieve and how to get there, and where it holds its service provider to account against clearly defined performance objectives and service provision standards. Close monitoring of performance against defined and agreed objectives is essential, regardless of whether the service provider is internal or external to the municipality.   For example, the Contract Management Unit set up by the City of Johannesburg tried to steer the utility to meet its broader social objectives, through sound municipal regulation.

In most municipalities, with the exception of urban areas, WD-SA case studies showed that the distinction between WSA and WSP functions specified in Section 20 of the Water Services Act is largely academic in practice. In other words, there is an assumption that the distinction is in place and is working, while in reality the distinction is generally not made or is not working. (NB: Some members of the WD-SA Working Group have in principle objections to the distinction, which should be taken into account when this matter is addressed.) It cannot be assumed that municipalities have the capacity to allocate separate resources to the authority and provider functions. 
The lack of an operational distinction has serious implications for regulation, since any regulatory strategy based on this distinction is flawed and most likely unworkable. The Water Services Regulations Strategy and the Strategic Framework for Water Services assume that WSAs will fulfill their regulatory role at the local level, which is generally not the case. So there is presently ineffective or little local regulation taking place, which means the poor accountability of many providers around service delivery is likely to continue – together with service-delivery protests—until this is addressed. 

8. A fixed-term management contract, with a comprehensive contract and effective enforcement capacity, can provide valuable expertise and support, and transfer skills to utility staff during a critical phase of transition or consolidation in the life of a water services provider.  For example, Johannesburg Water benefited from the inputs of a high-calibre team that was contracted to provide support for a finite five year period. Capacity for strategic planning was enhanced; innovations, new systems and efficiencies were introduced; and skills were transferred rapidly to the utility's own staff.  This approach is now being applied in the very different operating context of Maluti-a-Phofung Municipality. 

Outsourcing of the provider function is generally undertaken because of a lack of capacity within the municipality. Paradoxically, this tends to mean the lack of ability to draw up appropriate contracts and to exercise the necessary oversight and performance monitoring against the contract. Ongoing expertise and support is required to assist municipalities to draw up, monitor and manage such contracts. 

9. Political representatives and service providers have distinct and separate roles. Councillors set the strategic direction, and service providers are tasked with delivering services in line with that strategic mandate; involvement by politicians in the day to day management of service provision should be kept to a minimum.  Even where there is a clear separation of roles between the political authority and the service provider, it is not necessarily sufficient to limit inappropriate political interventions in service delivery. 

10. Rather than responding to the deterioration of services in many areas by trying to assign blame, there is enormous potential to formulate responses to problems through a thorough examination of their root causes. No resolution of local service delivery challenges is likely unless the perspectives and needs of all stakeholders are understood and respected through ongoing engagement. For example, this engagement was inadequate in Soweto, leading to litigation around prepayment meters in the Phiri court case. In contrast, the local dialogue in Ilembe involving community members, the municipality and the private sector helped resolve questions about where responsibility lies for emptying full VIPs in the Siza Water concession area. Multi-stakeholder dialogue has the potential to unblock bottlenecks toward finding solutions both at local level and nationally. 

