Iaded uonisod



Executive
Summary

Effective government leadership is essential to improving water
supply and sanitation (WSS) services. There has been considerable
attention in flagship programmes, high-level declarations, and many
conferences on the importance of ‘political will' and leadership in
redressing the sector’s chronic weaknesses. As countries such as India,
Rwanda, and Peru highlight, where effective government leadership

is displayed and sustained in the political and technocratic domains,
transformational progress in accelerating access to safe, reliable and
equitable WSS services is possible.

The WSS sector needs to develop a collective understanding of what
constitutes effective government leadership. While the importance
of effective leadership is widely accepted, sector stakeholders often
concentrate on a small set of top-level components of government lea-
dership, including political rhetoric, setting headline targets and policy
objectives, and resource commitments. By focusing on these aspects,
the sector tends to neglect the wider government leadership
competencies and actions critical to successfully operationalising
reforms and accelerating progress towards national targets.

This paper aims to trigger a focused dialogue on what constitutes
effective government leadership and the actions different stakehol-
ders should undertake. It details effective leadership competencies and
outlines the headline actions required to tackle some of the sector’s key
challenges: inadequate sector funding and financing, weak regulation,
and under resourced institutions. It is informed by over 80 consultations,
a desk review of academic and grey literature on effective government
leadership in the WSS sector and beyond, and a detailed analysis of tar-
geted initiatives and reforms to improve WSS services in India, Kenya,
Malawi, Nigeria, Nepal, Peru, Rwanda, and Zambia.

Five effective government leadership competencies of particular im-
portance are detailed.
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Vision-Setting and Communication

WSS is positioned as central to national deve-
lopment, with a compelling vision and rationale
and priority actions effectively communicated in
speeches and policy and strategy documents

Devolution of Decision-Making
and Resources

Sub-national actors are given sufficient decision-
making autonomy and resources to enable
successful implementation and adaptation to
local specificities

Cross-Governmental Coordination

Multiple actors are engaged in collective
problem-solving, and formal and informal
coalitions are built and leveraged to advance
shared goals

Accountability and Incentives

Organisational mandates are defined and insti-

tutionalised, accountability mechanisms foster
responsiveness to citizens’ needs, and powerful
incentives reward good performance

Diagnostics and Course Corrections

Implementation is systematically monitored and
a culture of learning and adaptation is fostered to
track progress, identify and tackle bottlenecks,
and replicate good practices




Enabling effective government leadership requires a shift in approa-
ches. Effective government leadership on WSS — and indeed any
equivalent essential service sector — is difficult to achieve and sustain,
with broader contextual factors and deep-rooted structural weaknesses
frequently acting as key barriers. Nevertheless, effective government
leadership is foundational for improving services and is a topic that
requires far greater collective attention. This paper does not have all the
answers or offer a definitive framework for fostering effective govern-
ment leadership. Nonetheless, as a starting point, political leaders, senior
technocrats, and wider sector stakeholders looking to support effective
government leadership should:

Account for the Full Range of Effective
Government Leadership Competencies
AeDO Focusing on a single competency inisola-
tion or strengthening one or two individual
elements (when other competencies remain

weak] is rarely sufficient

Bring Political and Technocratic

Leaders Together
O For truly transformational impact, the
1 r leadership competencies need to be
r W effectively exercised in the political and

technocratic domains, with political and
technocratic leaders operating in unison

Look Beyond the WSS Sector

Effective leadership necessitates ‘integrated
approaches’, working across sectors and
engaging cross- and supra-sectoral bodies
that control the ‘ligatures’ of government

]

Foster Many Individual Leaders

Asingle senior leader can start a reform but
g{np cannot sustain it alone; a mission-driven
du} bureaucracy must be fostered in which gover-
@ nment institutions incentivise and empower

many individual leaders to function as
collective agents of change




Strengthen Financial Capabilities

Headline commitments to mobilise additional
finance are only as credible as the technical
capability behind them; they require teams to
focus on structuring financing instruments,
negotiating with development finance insti-
tutions, and designing sustainable tariff and
subsidy regimes

Invest Resources in a Continuing
Reform Agenda

Reforms are not a one-off decision or process
of updating or enacting legislation; efforts to
support government leadership must account
for long-term time horizons, avoid focusing on
individual milestones




Contents

1 Introduction 08

2 Thelmpact of Effective
Government Leadership ... . . 12

3 Effective Government

Leadership Competencies............................... 16
3.1 Vision-Setting and Communication....................... 20
3.2 Devolution of Decision-Making
ANA RESOUICES ....iviiiiiiieiiii e 22
3.3 Cross-Governmental Coordination ...................... 24
3.4 Accountability and Incentives ... . 26
3.5 Diagnostics and Course Corrections .................... 28
4 Enabling Government Leadership............................ .30
4.1 Headline Approaches ...............ccccccooiiiiiiiii, 31
4.2 Priority ACTIONS ......oooviiiiiii e 34

Q Bibliography.................ccooiiii 36




Acknowledgements

This report was developed based on a desk review, multi-country case-study research,
and over 80 consultations undertaken by Bill Twyman (Aguaconsult), Henry Northover
(Aguaconsult), Pema Lhamo (Aguaconsult), Paul Hutchings (University of Leeds), Da-
niel Ticehurst (Independent Consultant), Khuzwayo Tembo (Aguaconsult), Analia Saker
Stanig (Aguaconsult), James Mambulu (BAWI Consult), Harry Njung'e (WSUP), Donatien
Murego (Independent Consultant), Emmanuel Amiemenoghena Ami-Okhani (Indepen-
dent Consultant), Rajit Ojha (Department of Water Supply and Sewerage Management,
Nepal), Kamal Adhikari (Tribhuvan University), and Ruth Sylvester (University of Leeds).
It was written by Bill Twyman (Aguaconsult) and Henry Northover (Aguaconsult), with
Harold Lockwood (Aguaconsult) and Paul Hutchings (University of Leeds) providing
critical content support throughout the study.

We are immensely grateful to the sector stakeholders from ministries, regulatory
bodies, service providers, local government, development partners, non-governmental
organisations and civil society organisations in India, Kenya, Malawi, Nepal, Nigeria, Peru,
Rwanda, and Zambia for taking the time to input into this study and inform its findings
and recommendations. We are also hugely indebted to our advisory group comprising
Neil Macleod (Independent Consultant), Muyatwa Sitali (Sanitation and Water for All),
Leni Wild (Overseas Development Institute), Bethlehem Mengistu (Agenda for Change),
Kafui Tsekpo (African Leadership Centre), and Hirut Johnson (World Bank) for their help
shaping the study’s focus, synthesising findings, and formulating recommendations, as
well as providing thoughtful feedback on earlier versions of this report. We would also
like to thank Juste Nansi (IRC WASH), Georges Mikhael (Vitol Foundation), Morris Israel
(Independent), and Gustavo Saltiel (Lis-Water) for their thoughtful comments.

Finally, we are also very grateful to the Osprey Foundation and the Waterloo Foundation
for providing core funding for the project and providing valuable input and advice
throughout, and to the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office for

funding two of the eight case studies.

Cover photo: @Sanitation and Water of All




Introduction




Effective government leadership is foundational to addressing the deep-rooted challenges
impeding universal access to safe and reliable water supply and sanitation (WSS) services.
Despite progress in expanding access to WSS services, wide-ranging systemic weaknesses se-
verely impede the achievement of ambitious sector targets. These include (IRC WASH, 2026):

Weak Political Prioritisation

The WSS sector is rarely viewed as a vital
economic enabler; it frequently receives
inconsistent attention from political lea-
dership and is often underprioritised in
national development agendas.

Underpowered
Regulatory Frameworks

Regulatory authorities often lack legally
backed mandates, independence, or
capacity to oversee performance, pro-
tect consumers, and ensure fair tari-
ff-setting.

Weak Data Systems

National and sub-national actors
frequently lack the reliable, timely
data needed to plan investments,
track performance, and heighten ac-
countability.

There has been considerable attention on the
importance of ‘political will' and leadership in
redressing the sector’s chronic weaknesses.
They are the focus of flagship programmes
(e.g., Heads of State Initiatives, Water Forward),
consistently cited in high-level strategies,
declarations, and guidelines (e.g., the African
Sanitation Policy Guidelines, Agenda 2063),
and are central to many convenings (e.g., the
Sanitation and Water for All Finance and Sector

Ministers’ Meetings). These events, declara-
tions and initiatives have elicited commit-
ments to improve services, mobilise resources,
and strengthen various elements of the

No Long-Term Vision

Many countries lack a sufficiently clear
long-term vision for professional WSS
service provision, with clearly defined
mandates for policymakers, service
providers, regulators, and users.

Under-Resourced Institutions

Service providers, municipalities, and
national authorities frequently do not
have the required technical, manage-
rial, and financial capabilities to fulfil
their mandates.

Chronic Sector Underfunding

Countries and service providers are
unable to generate necessary resour-
ces, with capital investment well below
required levels and tariff frameworks
outdated and unable to generate suffi-
cient revenues for sustainable O&M.

system. However, they are rarely accompanied
by substantive attempts to identify and adopt
the leadership competencies and actions
required to translate on-paper commitments
into concrete progress. Consequently, in

most instances, insufficient actions are sub-
sequently taken to incentivise and drive the
improvements necessary to properly address
systemic challenges and accelerate progress
towards headline sector targets.

The WSS sector needs to develop a collec-
tive understanding of what constitutes
effective government leadership. While



https://www.headsofstateinitiatives.com/
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/theworldbankgroupasset/document/2026/water/Water%20Forward_EN.pdf
https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/amcow_2021_african-sanitation-policy-guidelines.pdf
https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/amcow_2021_african-sanitation-policy-guidelines.pdf
https://www.sanitationandwaterforall.org/about/our-work/high-level-meetings
https://www.sanitationandwaterforall.org/about/our-work/high-level-meetings
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effective government leadership’s importance
is widely accepted, sector stakeholders

often concentrate on a small set of top-level
components of leadership, including political
prioritisation, setting headline targets and
policy objectives, and resource mobilisation
commitments. Each of these elements is vital
and high-level political commitments can
play a crucial role in ‘opening the door’ for
required reforms. However, by focusing on
these totemic aspects, the sector often pays
insufficient attention to the wider government
leadership competencies and actions critical
to successfully operationalising reforms and
accelerating progress towards sector targets.

This paper details five effective government
leadership competencies and outlines the
actions required to support effective lea-
dership. Effective government leadership

on WSS — and indeed any equivalent essential
service sector — is difficult to achieve and
sustain. This paper does not claim to offer

a definitive framework. It offers generali-

sed lessons from countries that have made
noteworthy progress and ultimately aims to
trigger a focused dialogue on what constitu-
tes effective government leadership and the
actions different constituent groups could
take to support sustained leadership. In doing
so, it hopes to ensure these elements achieve
greater collective attention and prioritisation
in the wide-ranging efforts to address the
WSS sector’s persistent challenges.

A desk review of academic and grey literature
on effective leadership in the WSS sector (and
beyond) and a detailed analysis, including over
80 consultations, of targeted initiatives and
reforms to improve services in India, Kenya,
Malawi, Nigeria, Nepal, Peru, Rwanda, and
Zambia (see Figure 1) informed this paper.*
This paper comprises three further parts:
Section Two presents the impact of sustai-
ned effective government leadership. Section
Three outlines five core competencies of
effective government leadership. Section Four
concludes by proposing priority actions to su-
pport effective leadership.

Substantive Sector
Reforms, Peru

Passing and operationalising several legal
instruments that marked major revisions to
the sector (2013 onwards), including
establishing service delivery standards,
promoting service provider efficiency and
professionalisation, establishing regulatory
mechanisms (e.g. tariff frameworks), and
deconcentration of key agencies (technical
support, regulation) so they have a presence
at the regional level.

Reforms to Achieve
Universal Access to at
least a Basic Pit Latrine
in Rural Areas, Rwanda

Progressive reforms related to rural
sanitation, including decentralisation and
the Imihigo performance contracts,
establishing and strengthening the national
utility, forming district sanitation centres,
and implementing the Community-Based
Environmental Health Promotion
Programme.

1These eight case studies were chosen from a long list
of 23 and primarily selected based on a rapid inves-
tigation of the extent to which an initial set of key
government leadership competencies were displayed.
Case study selection was also informed by a desire for
geographic and thematic diversity, as well as evidence
of impact on WSS services.




Clean Nigeria Campaign, 4

Kaduna State

From 2019 onwards, the revision of institutional and policy
frameworks to align with the Clean Nigeria Campaign that aims to
achieve an ODF Nigeria by 2030, the development of an ODF
roadmap for Kaduna State, restoring WASH departments in each
of the State’s Local Government Assemblies, and the declaration
of a State of Emergency on WASH.

. /

Institutional and Governance Reforms for

Water and Sanitation, Odisha State, India \_

Widespread reforms, including establishing the Water
Corporation of Odisha as a corporate entity (2019), launching
several dedicated WASH missions (2019 onwards), establishing
state and divisional-level laboratories, and declaring the legal
“Right to Water”.

Expansion of Regulatory Activities to
include Urban Onsite Sanitation and Rural
Water and Sanitation, Zambia

Development of strategy documents for the provision and
regulation of urban onsite sanitation and rural water and
sanitation (2018) and their subsequent implementation (2018
onwards). This has included updating legal instruments,
developing regulatory mechanisms, training service providers,
revising indicators, and expanding the regulator’s capacity.

a 0
Institutional and Governance Reforms at
Lilongwe Water Board, Malawi.

Internal reforms to Lilongwe Water Board (utility), including
formulating a strategic plan that placed institutional reform and
operational efficiency at the heart of the organisation (2015),
formalising zonal offices as cost/business centres (2017),
interventions to improve customer centricity and responsiveness
(2018), transfer of sewerage functions from Lilongwe City
Council to Lilongwe Water Board (2023), and expansion to provide
bottled water (2023).

U )

Management information
System Development and
Progressive Evolution and
Application, Nepal

The development and institutionalisation of
N-WASH, a national management and
information system for data-driven
planning and monitoring and accountability
in Nepal's WASH sector. N-WASH grew from
arural M&E system into a sector-wide tool
used to inform WASH planning at all levels
of the federal government system.

~

Scaling of a Delegated
Management Model,
Kenya

Piloting of a delegated management model
in 2004 and its subsequent scaling,
including Pro-Poor Guidelines promoting
the model (2009), several utilities’
integration of the model into their core
approach (2010s), the revision of legal
instruments at the county-level (late
2010s), integration of the model into
further guidance documents (2019 and
2020), and the further promotion of the
approach by the sector regulator (and
others) (2020s).

Figure 1:
Case-Study Overview




The Impact
of Effective
Government
Leadership




Where effective government leadership is - The leadership competencies were effec-

displayed and sustained, critical improve- tively exercised across political and tech-
ments in WSS services typically occur. nocratic domains.

Figure 3 (next page) provides a top-level over-

view of the identified impact of government - Arange of different effective government
leadership on strengthening key elements leadership competencies are displayed

of the WSS system and, more importantly, (see following section) and a couple of
services for each case study. The impact on competencies function very effectively.

services was especially significant when:

Service improvements

increase customer Government
satisfaction and displays effective
momentum behind leadership on WSS
WSS reforms
Stakeholders (e.g.
Components of the Ministry of Finance,
WSS sector are develop. partners)
strengthened display greater
willingness to fund
WSS sector reform

Figure 2:

Effective Govern-
ment Leadership and
Virtuous Cycles

The case studies from India, Rwanda, and Peru
perform best across both these elements,
achieving impact at the greatest scale.
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Effective government leadership often
sparks a virtuous cycle with cumulative
positive impacts. As Figure 2 highlights,
early demonstrations of leadership — such
as setting and effectively communicating

a clear sector vision — build stakeholder
confidence and unlock additional resources,
including public financing and inward
investments. These resources enable
targeted strengthening of WSS systems,
improving service delivery and generating
further momentum for reform. Improved
outcomes can reinforce incentives for the
government to deepen and broaden its
leadership competencies, sustaining a
virtuous cycle of progress. At the same time,
it must be acknowledged that broader con-
textual factors and deep-rooted structural
weaknesses such as domestic resource avai-
lability and wider political-economy barriers
frequently limit the impact of the five lea-
dership competencies.

-

2013-2016 Water and
Sanitation Sector
Reforms, Peru

« Increased rural water coverage from 2016
to 2024 (72% to 79%)

« Increased rural sanitation coverage from
2016 to 2024 (24% to 42%)

» Wide-ranging WSS system improvements
related to operator capacities,
consolidation and revenue general and
enhanced monitoring and regulation

%

Reforms to Achieve

Universal at least Basic
Pit Latrine Access in Rural

Areas, Rwanda

- Near elimination of open defecation
(under 2%)

+ High basic sanitation coverage, with

86% of the population using improved

sanitation facilities

- Expanded private sector participation

across the service chain



.

- 10 of Kaduna State’s 23 Local Government Assemblies have
declared ODF, rising from just one in 2020

- Improved toilet coverage at 85% in ODF-certified Local
Government Assemblies

Clean Nigeria Campaign,
Kaduna State

%

Institutional and Governance Reforms for
Water and Sanitation, Odisha State, India

Provision of 24/7 continuous, pressurised and potable water

supply to all 32,017 households in Puri, including
comprehensive coverage of 64 slum areas, serving 66,000
slum dwellers

Reduction of non-revenue water from 54% to 15% and

increased revenue collection efficiency

Expansion of Regulatory Activities to
include Urban Onsite Sanitation and Rural
Water and Sanitation, Zambia

Improved sector-wide understanding of institutional
responsibilities for service provision and regulation

Utility integration of faecal sludge management service
delivery into their services

Increased budget allocations by central government

Enhanced private sector involvement service provision, with
one private operator serving +/- 100,000 rural consumers

~

&

Institutional and Governance Reforms at
Lilongwe Water Board, Malawi

The doubling of domestic water connections
Increased revenue collection efficiency from 84% to 91%
Quadrupled customer satisfaction rate (19% to 76%)

Rising to be ranked the second-best performing utility in the
region by ESAWAS for 2023/24

v

~

Management Information
System Development and
Progressive Evolution
and Application, Nepal

The NWASH-MIS is now nationally
institutionalised, guiding policy, monitoring,
and resource allocation across Nepal's

WSS sector

Over 300 local government WASH plans
have been developed using NWASH-MIS to
support evidence-based planning

Standardised data has improved service
gap identification, investment targeting,
and transparency

Scaling of a delegated
management model,
Kenya

Expanded service coverage, with
delegated operators in Kisumu going
from formally managing zero household
connections to over 7,000

Improved regulatory framework for the
model, including the development of
tailored standards and guidelines

Reduced non-revenue water from
37% t0 13%

Increased revenue efficiency to routinely
exceed 95% in delegated zones

Figure 3:

The Impact of Effec-
tive Government
Leadership
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Effective
Government
Leadership
Competencies




Five effective government leadership competencies are critical to accelerating progress to
universal access to high-quality, sustainable and inclusive services. The following sub-sec-
tions elaborate on the main elements of each competency, which are summarised as:

008

Vision-Setting and Communication.

WSS is positioned as central to national development, with the
vision, priority actions and a compelling rationale articulated in
speeches and policy and strategy documents and effectively
communicated to the public and implementing bureaucrats.

Devolution of Decision-Making and Resources.
Sub-national actors are given sufficient decision-making
autonomy and resources to enable successful implementation
and adaptation to local specificities.

Cross-Governmental Coordination.

Multiple actors are engaged in collective problem-solving, and
formal and informal coalitions are built and leveraged to ad-
vance shared goals.

Accountability and Incentives.

Organisational mandates are defined and institutionalised,
accountability mechanisms foster responsiveness to citizens’
needs and a focus on collective improvement, and powerful
incentives reward good performance.

Diagnostics and Course Corrections.
Implementation is systematically monitored and a culture of
learning and adaptation exists to track progress, identify and
tackle bottlenecks, and replicate good practices.
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Figure 4:
Government Leader-
ship Competencies

These leadership competencies encompass

a wide-ranging set of actions and require

a comprehensive mixture of skills and
behaviours to be effectively exercised. Dis-
playing these competencies requires looking
beyond the WSS sector and the gifts of a single
charismatic leader, recognising that the sector
exists within — and is heavily influenced by —

a much wider system comprising many other
sectors and actors, and engaging and working
with cross- and supra-sectoral bodies.

A base level of at least moderate or good
performance for each competency, along
with at least a couple of competencies
functioning very effectively, is required to
deliver significant improvements at scale.
Focusing on a single competency in isolation
or strengthening only one or two individual

elements (when the other competencies
remain weak] is rarely sufficient to deliver
necessary improvements. There are, for
example, many instances of stakeholders
successfully strengthening the vision-
setting and communication competency
in isolation (e.g., by producing a Ministerial
WSS Compact or formulating a headline
strategy) without following through with
the wider set of required leadership actions,
resulting in only modest gains.

Effective government leadership requires
exercising the competencies in both the
political and technocratic domains. For truly
transformational government leadership to
occur, the leadership competencies need to
be effectively exercised in the political and
technocratic domains with political and te-


https://purc.com.gh/attachment/247171-20201201081228.pdf
https://purc.com.gh/attachment/247171-20201201081228.pdf

Figure 5:
The Political and Te-
chnocratic Domains

chnocratic actors and institutions operating
in unison towards a common aim (see Figure
5). This requires effective collaboration across
government institutions and often involves
working with or through institutions with a

Political

—

Primarily concerned with headline
vision formulation, the acquisition
and allocation of resources, and the
negotiation of conflicting interests

an emphasis on legitimating action,
negotiation and compromise, the
involvement of values and ethics, and
public accountability.

Heads of State, Ministers,
Legislators, Local Councils and
Councillors

\

-> > C Technocratic

and values. It is often characterised by H

cross- or supra-sectoral mandate (e.g., a
National Planning or Inter-Ministerial Commi-
ttee, the Ministry of Local Government

or Public Administration, or a Presidential
Delivery Unit).

)

Principally focused on the application
of technical knowledge to solve
specific problems and help achieve a
headline vision or policy objective. It
is often associated with a focus on
empirical evidence, specialised
expertise, and the potential for
insulation from excessive political
interference.

Senior non-elected officials
within Ministries, Regulators,
Cross- or Supra-Sectoral Bodies,
Sub-national Government and
Public Services Provider

J

Effective government leadership necessita-
tes strong institutions and the dispersal of
leadership functions beyond key individuals.
In the earlier stages of initiatives and refor-
ms, individual leaders who tenaciously drive
forward purposeful change, display a breadth
of inter-personal skills, and cultivate and
draw on the expertise of those around them,
play a crucial role. However, the breadth of
skills, behaviours and actions encompassed
within the five government leadership com-
petencies ultimately requires strong institu-
tions and the nurturing of a mission-driven
bureaucracy comprising many individual lea-
ders and change agents, rather than the acti-
vities of a single transformative leader.

Effective government leadership must be
sustained over time. Accelerating progress
towards universal sustainable services typi-
cally requires system-wide changes and

reforms; it does not happen overnight as

a result of a one-off decision or one-time
process, for example, updating or enacting
legislation. Such changes and reforms
require sustained inputs and adaptations,
often spanning decades, to be fully
implemented and ambitious sector targets
achieved. Indeed, as the example of rural
sanitation in Rwanda highlights, even when
initiatives are highly successful in rapidly
improving services, progressive reforms and
adaptations are required over multiple deca-
des to underpin evolving targets (e.g., elimi-
nating open defecation to universal access
to safely managed services) and

address emerging challenges.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOAou1pMPsA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOAou1pMPsA

Effective Government Leadership for Essential Services

3.1 Vision-Setting
and Communication

Vision-setting is essential for creating a
political imperative to prioritise improving
WSS services and positioning WSS as central
to broader developmental goals and widely
resonant public themes. For technocrats,
the vision is consolidated with evidence and
a bureaucratic rationale. Effective commu-
nication and dissemination are also critical;
when senior government figures consistent-
ly deliver the vision, it builds legitimacy,
raises awareness, and structures the
hierarchy of initiatives and reforms.

The vision-setting and communication
competency has three headline elements:

WSS is embedded within a broader
development narrative. WSS is embedded
within a broader national development
vision, mission, or agenda placing impro-
ved WSS services and sector reforms as
central to achieving broader national
aspirations such as the drive for moderni-
ty or even consolidating a wider national
identity. This necessitates engaging the
public as well as cross- or supra-sectoral
bodies and supports the political and
technocratic prioritisation required to mo-
bilise multiple levers (i.e., financial
resources, performance-based incentives)
to drive progress. For example, in Rwanda,
sanitation is embedded in the national
transformation agenda, and political
leaders consistently frame it as a civic
duty tied to dignity, self-reliance,

and health.

Policy and strategy documents ground
an evidence-based vision. The vision
should go beyond setting objectives

to detailing the actions required to
achieve targets; justifying the distribu-
tion of responsibilities and resources,
and rationalising the pace, timelines

and monitoring mechanisms. It benefits
from being referenced in sufficient detail
within supporting policy and strategy
documents, providing a firm basis for the
wide-ranging set of coordinated actions
required. In Zambia, beyond articulating
headline objectives and a clear rationale
for reform, strategy documents for onsite
sanitation and rural water supply and
sanitation present specific targets,
responsibilities, and activities, in general
and in relation to individual organisations.

The vision is disseminated and effecti-
vely communicated by senior officials.
The vision is actively and repeatedly
disseminated, evoked and effectively
communicated by relevant government
institutions and individuals, including
from outside the WSS sector. By
communicating the vision themselves,
senior officials demonstrate that WSS
and sector reforms are a strategic prio-
rity, lending authority and encouraging
others to align behind the vision.



Box One: Vision-Setting and Communication in
Odisha State, India

Odisha's breakthrough achievements in urban water services were rooted in a compelling and consistently
communicated vision. The Chief Minister framed water as central to a modern, outward-looking Odisha. This hi-
gh-level aspiration provided bureaucrats with the political cover to pursue ambitious reforms at an accelerated
pace, challenging entrenched bureaucratic and political norms and rigidities.

The translation of the state’s vision into reality was driven by the Additional Chief Secretary, who positioned
24/7 potable water as the ‘golden indicator’. His communication style, close engagement with implementers
and representatives from marginalised community groups linked technical delivery to shared values (urgency,
ambitions for state-level development, and service to citizens), lifting aspirations of technocrats, politicians,
and community partners alike. By repeatedly framing piped, potable household water as a symbol of dignity and
modernity, expectations were reshaped; water became not an incremental improvement but a transformative
promise, empowering and motivating officials to deliver. This contributed to achieving 24x7 water supply and
major reductions in non-revenue water dropping from 54% to 15%.

21
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3.2 Devolution of Decision-
making and Resources

Decentralising decision-making is crucial to
build ownership and facilitate the adoption
of innovative approaches to overcome
implementation challenges and account

for local particularities and constraints.
Devolution is the most extensive form of
decentralisation and must be accompanied
by sufficient human and financial resources
and adequate levels of discretion in their
utilisation. Effecting change — and improving
devolution — is rooted in deep public adminis-
tration processes and rules, including models
for fiscal allocations, headcount and ope-
rational resources at the local government
level, and the degree of flexibility in sector
guidelines. These are each especially difficult
to influence and require a whole-of-
government approach. The devolution of
decision-making and resources competency
has two core elements:

A sufficient and appropriate degree

of decision-making autonomy. Deci-
sion-making autonomy is necessary to
build ownership and cultivate functional
discretion at the sub-national level to
enable local-level problem-solving,
innovation and policy adaptation to re-
flect contextual specificities and local
consumer needs. At Lilongwe Water
Board, for example, the devolution of
leadership functions is substantial, with
Zonal managers empowered to act as
‘mini-CEQOs’ and performance contracts
implemented that facilitate rapid,
informed, local decision-making.

Adequate devolved human and financial
resources. Operationalisation requires
devolving adequate human and financial
resources to enable stakeholders

to fulfil their mandates and implement
new approaches and functions. This

includes establishing dedicated budget
lines, leveraging previously untapped fi-
nancial sources, and ring-fencing
resources for specific initiatives and
activities. More fundamentally, it
necessitates building teams with

genuine technical financial skills,
including structuring blended finance
agreements, negotiating with develop-
ment finance institutions and commercial
lenders, and designing and defending
cost-reflective tariffs. This requires
recruiting, investing in, and developing
staff with these skills, which are often
scarce and difficult to retain in the public
sector, alongside ensuring promotions and
other staffing decisions are made

on merit.



Box Two: Devolution of Decision-Making Autonomy
and Resources in Peru

As part of major reforms over the last decade, several pivotal actions have devolved decision-making autonomy
and ensured sufficient human and financial resources:

Significant emphasis was placed on expanding the territorial presence of national institutions (ministries,
technical and regulatory agencies), bringing their services closer to citizens by establishing regional offices.

Each region is mandated to produce regional sanitation plans that compile and prioritise the needs of all
municipalities and form the basis for national resource allocation, helping to align funding decisions with
regional priorities and contributing to a more decentralised investment planning process.

The implementation of the Programme of Certification of Skills, which seeks to build technical and managerial
capacities at all levels (including small municipalities) for the safe and efficient operation of water supply faci-
lities. Certification has become a requirement for holding water and sanitation positions, and the programme
has improved staff morale and productivity while generating savings for utilities.

This contributed to expanded rural WSS coverage (e.g., rural sanitation coverage rose from 24% to 42%
between 2016 and 2024) and wide-ranging WSS system improvements.
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The complexities of the multi-layered
initiatives and systemic reforms required
to improve WSS services at scale require
working collaboratively with various actors
(e.g., policymakers, service providers, regu-
lators) and across the tiers of government.
It also necessitates strategically leveraging
development partners, the private sector
and other external stakeholders such as
non-governmental, civil society, and
community-based organisations. The
cross-governmental coordination compe-
tency comprises two main elements:

® Many stakeholders are engaged to co-
llectively solve problems. There is a shift
in focus from individual authority
to fostering collective problem-solving,
with many stakeholders implementing
and taking forward different initiatives
or elements of the reform agenda. Autho-
rity is shared, and there is a willingness
to work across institutions to resolve
conflicts, surface hidden assumptions,
and practise collaborative decision-
making. This usually requires engaging
stakeholders from other sectors and
working with cross- or supra-sectoral
bodies (e.g., a National Planning or
Inter-Ministerial Committee, a
Multi-Sectoral Coordinating Unit,
or a Presidential Delivery Unit).

@ (In)formal coalitions, relationships and
networks are leveraged to build support
and maximise efficiencies. Coalitions,
relationships and networks are built to
broaden ownership of the initiatives or re-
forms to improve WSS services and enjoin
allies to support the reforms’ successful
implementation. This is pivotal within and
across government institutions (horizon-
tally and vertically) as well as with the le-

3.3 Cross-Governmental
Coordination

gislative and executive branches

and external stakeholders (e.g., the
private sector, civil society organisations,
development partners, and non-
governmental organisations). In Peru, for
example, several structured forums (As-
sociation of Public Water and Sanitation
Utilities, Coalition Against Poverty) have
fostered dialogue, surfaced tensions, and
ultimately aligned diverse stakeholder
groups behind the reforms.




Box Three: Cross-Governmental Coordination in Zambia

In Zambia, strong institutional synergies have been essential to the ambitious reform process that

sought to professionalise the provision and regulation of rural water supply and sanitation services and urban on-
site services. The sector regulator, the National Water Supply and Sanitation Council, has embraced collective pro-
blem-solving, working collaboratively with various actors and across different tiers and sectors of government. This
has included:

Adopting a participatory approach to the development of the vision for the sector, which enabled a broad set of
government institutions and sector stakeholders to provide input from the outset, helping to increase buy-in.

Sharing authority between relevant institutions and using strategy documents for onsite sanitation and
to establish organisation-specific priority actions and responsibilities.

Forming joint implementation teams comprising local authorities, other regulators (e.g., those for water resour-
ces and environmental protection), several ministries, the statistics bureau, and service providers, to advance
reforms at the national and sub-national levels.

Building a mutually beneficial coalition with service providers, especially with the Lusaka Water and Sanitation
Company on the implementation of the Urban Onsite Sanitation and Faecal Sludge Management Framework.



https://www.susana.org/_resources/documents/default/3-3327-7-1530187197.pdf
https://www.susana.org/_resources/documents/default/3-3328-7-1530188410.pdf
https://www.susana.org/_resources/documents/default/3-3328-7-1530188410.pdf
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Accountability mechanisms and incentives
are crucial in mobilising a mission-driven bu-
reaucracy where mandates and functions are
fulfilled and success rewarded. By outlining
who is responsible for what, fostering collec-
tive accountability and applying incentives,
and encouraging responsiveness to commu-
nity concerns and service delivery outcomes,
leaders cultivate an environment that values
performance, innovation and public trust. The
accountability and incentives competency
comprises three central elements:

@® Responsibilities are institutionalised
within mandates and planning pro-
cesses. Institutional mandates and
functions are clearly defined and, where
necessary, updated and legally enfor-
ceable, with all stakeholders displaying
a strong understanding and acceptance
of these. Organisation-specific activities
are also embedded within annual and
multi-year planning processes and
reflect any changes in institutional
mandates and functions.

® Vertical and horizontal lines of accoun-
tability and transparency are strong and
extend beyond compliance monitoring.
Lines of accountability are established,
strengthened and utilised to follow up
on the implementation of agreed-upon
activities and the performance of orga-
nisational and individual mandates. This
extends beyond compliance monitoring,
reducing the possibilities for corrupt be-
haviours while fostering responsiveness to
citizens' needs and a focus on collective
improvement. A culture of accountability
is strengthened not only through internal
lines of accountability (vertical and hori-
zontal) but also via public engagement and
transparency. Cross- and supra-sectoral

3.4 Accountability
and Incentives

bodies such as supreme audit institutions
can play a key role here.

Good performance is meaningfully
incentivised. Powerful mechanisms to
incentivise good performance and levera-
ge intrinsic motivations at the individual
and organisational levels are fairly and
transparently implemented. Examples

of incentives include financial and
reputational rewards such as increased
budgets, awards or public recognition,
and results-based career progression.

In Peru, for example, incentives are close-
ly linked to accountability mechanisms,
with the budget allocations for local
government tied to local governments’
achievement of sector performance
targets.




Box Four: Accountability Mechanisms and Incentives
in Rwanda

Imihigo are annual performance contracts that bind government leaders to specific development targets. Rooted
in a pre-colonial tradition of public pledges (where a leader’s failure would invite public shame), modern Imihigo
link these cultural practices with rigorous planning, monitoring, and oversight. Each year, district mayors publicly
commit to measurable goals, from building schools to improving sanitation, and are held to account by central
government evaluations and rankings.

Under Imihigo, districts are ranked annually, and results are widely publicised. High-performing mayors and dis-
tricts are celebrated at national events, while poor performers face reputational damage and, in some cases,
sanctions or dismissal. This competitive environment creates strong incentives for leaders to treat sanitation as
a political priority. The reputational dimension extends beyond leaders themselves: entire districts gain prestige
when they perform well and become models for others.

Ultimately, by embedding sanitation in Imihigo, Rwanda has ensured that sanitation is not simply a ‘nice-to-
have’ service but a binding obligation for leaders at all levels. This has contributed to the near elimination of open
defecation (under 2%), high basic sanitation coverage (86% of the population using improved sanitation facili-
ties), and expanded private sector participation across the service chain.
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Robust diagnostics are essential to tracking
and enabling government institutions and
sector stakeholders to build on emerging
successes and good practices and address
bottlenecks or adapt implementation. They
also play an important role in anticipating
risks and avoiding complacency. To be effec-
tive, diagnostics should utilise internal and
external feedback and reporting systems,
and must be accompanied by a willingness
to learn, iterate and course correct. The
diagnostics and course corrections
competency has three headline elements:

@ Current operational inefficiencies and
implementation status are systemati-
cally diagnosed. An evidence-based
process is employed to diagnose the
status of operations and identify
necessary improvements that respond
to citizens’ needs. Once initiatives and
reforms are underway, a well-defined and
reliable process is established to syste-
matically diagnose their implementation.
This places particular importance on
identifying the rate of progress, emerging
good practices, and determining
the constraints to successful implemen-
tation, especially underlying factors
and structural weaknesses preventing
progress.

® Internal and external feedback
systems are utilised. Feedback systems
are established to gather inputs from
internal (8overnment institutions
and employees) and external (citizens,
customers, delivery partners) stakehol-
ders and share findings. These feedback
loops continuously identify and share
good practices, and systemic bottlenec-
ks and failures, requiring a culture where
weaknesses are openly discussed and

3.5 Diagnostics and
Course Correction

progress disseminated internally and
externally (even when negative). External
feedback systems also involve citizens in
shaping the next phase of delivery, while
internal feedback systems connect
employees to the results of their work.

A culture of iteration, learning and
course corrections is established. A
bureaucratic culture of learn-by-doing,
iteration, and course corrections is
fostered where solutions can evolve
through continuous experimentation,
feedback, and adaptation rather than
rigid planning. Piloting and experimen-
tation are used to discover what works,
with effective activities and innovations
promoted and supported for replication,
with necessary adaptations made to the
original approach. Likewise, when funda-
mental bottlenecks are identified, they
are fed upwards (rather than suppres-
sed), and senior government officials are
open to generating remedial actions. In
Odisha State, India, the development of
a culture and mechanisms for continual
problem-solving was pivotal, with mo-
nitoring focused on diagnosing bottle-
necks and enabling quick trial-and-error
adaptations rather than rigidly assessing
compliance. Of note, senior technocrats
participated in implementers’ WhatsApp
groups to understand real-time imple-
mentation obstacles and progress-
chase adaptive reforms.




Box Five: Diagnostics and Course Corrections in Nepal

The evolution of Nepal's WASH Management Information System (N-WASH) demonstrates a

diagnostic and learning-oriented system, which displays a clear willingness to acknowledge weaknesses, itera-
te and adapt. Since its origins in 2014, N-WASH's design and purpose have been repeatedly revised in response
to implementation experience and emerging technological opportunities. N-WASH has also responded to key
shifts, including federalisation (2015), the rural M&E framework (2016), the approval of national standards (2019),
and a push to integrate enabling environment and system parameters.

Over the last decade, key technological enhancements include refining indicators, altering sampling approaches,
and strengthening data-feeding mechanisms, as well as piloting the use of Al-assisted data quality checks,
illustrating a culture of problem-solving and course correction. More fundamentally, N-WASH's design has been
altered to help ensure the use of data to inform sub-national and national WASH planning and investments.




Enabling
Government
Leadership




4.1 Headline Approaches

Enabling effective government leadership requires a shift in approaches. To be successful,
initiatives and reforms to address systemic challenges and accelerate progress towards sector

targets must be effectively led by government, with national and sub-national government
institutions defining and spearheading activities and fostering a mission-driven bureaucracy.
Stakeholders working to support effective government leadership should:

1. Account for the full range of effective
government leadership competencies.
Focusing on a single competency in
isolation or strengthening one or two
individual elements (when the other
competencies remain weak] is rarely
sufficient. While no single actor can
effectively strengthen all five compe-
tencies at once, they can be addressed
by diagnosing the degree of government
leadership and collaborating with other
stakeholders to design and implement
a holistic set of interventions as part of
collective action approaches.

2. Bring political and technocratic leaders
together. For truly transformational
impacts at scale, the leadership compe-
tencies need to be effectively exercised
in the political and technocratic domains,
with political and technocratic leaders
operating in unison. This requires:

Learning to mitigate and leverage po-

litical processes and involving political
leaders in the diagnosis and design of

initiatives and reforms.

Updating and elevating the narrative
around WSS reforms to ensure their
relevance to politically salient or
aspirational topics (e.g., linking WSS to

a country’s wider developmental narra-
tives and mission, demonstrating health,
economic, and educational benefits).

Sequencing initiatives and reforms
to generate quick wins and minimise
opposition.

Look beyond the WSS sector. Effective
government leadership necessitates
working across sectoral boundaries and
engaging cross- and supra-sectoral
bodies. This includes national planning
commissions, supreme audit institu-
tions, inter-ministerial coordination
platforms, presidential service delivery
units, and the ministries (e.g., finance,
public administration, and local gover-
nment) that control the ‘nuts and bolts’
of government. Initiatives should foster
tight coordination and mechanisms that
strengthen cross-sectoral collaboration.

Account for the long-term nature of
reforms. WSS reforms are not a one-off
decision or process of updating or
enacting legislation; they also involve
the much more challenging process of
follow-through, implementation, learning
and iteration. Meaningful reforms take
time, often requiring multiple decades to
be fully implemented. Efforts to support
effective government leadership must
account for the long-term time horizons
required, avoiding a sole focus on indivi-
dual activities or milestones.

Avoid solely focusing on individual se-
nior government leaders. An individual
senior leader can play a crucial role in
defining and pushing forward reforms.
However, the breadth of skills, beha-
viours and actions required ultimately
necessitates strong institutions and a
mission-driven bureaucracy spanning
many individual leaders. Efforts to stren-
gthen government leadership should
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avoid solely focusing on an individual
leader. Instead, focus on supporting the
conditions that foster a mission-driven
bureaucracy in which government insti-
tutions comprise many bureaucrats who
function as agents of change, are incen-
tivised to serve the public good, and are
empowered and trusted to do so.

Build genuine financial capabilities.
Headline commitments to mobilise
additional finance are only as credible
as the technical capability behind them.
Effective government leadership requi-
res teams within ministries, regulators,
and utilities who can structure financing
instruments, negotiate with develop-
ment finance institutions, and design
sustainable tariff and subsidy regimes.
Without this capability, resource mobi-
lisation targets risk becoming another
totemic commitment that is announced
but not operationalised.

Tailor actions to the country and local
contexts and the political economy.
Actions to strengthen effective gover-
nment leadership must account for the
local context and respond to structural
constraints and political-economy
factors. Stakeholders seeking to support
effective government leadership should
ensure they have an in-depth unders-
tanding of the context and wider political
economy. In turn, objectives and inter-
ventions should be designed to adapt to
and mitigate wider political-economy
challenges.



@Sanitation and Water for All



Effective Government Leadership for Essential Services

4.2 Priority
Actions

Political leaders, senior technocrats and wider
sector stakeholders each have distinct roles
in enabling effective government leadership.
Figure 6 presents headline responsibilities
and priority actions for political leaders, senior
technocrats, and wider sector stakeholders

to support effective government leadership.
Of this proposed set of actions, the immedia-
te steps required will vary depending on the
context and the stage a given topic is at in the
policy-making and reform process (problem
identification and agenda setting, policy
formulation, legitimation and adoption,
implementation, and evaluation and iteration).

Political Leaders

Heads of State, Ministers,
Legislators and Parliamentarians,
Local Councils and Councillors

Articulate and consistently and effectively
disseminate a compelling vision for WSS that
resonates with public aspirations for
nation-building and development

Repeatedly communicate to the public and
bureaucrats the behavioural, performance and
implementation standards required to achieve
the vision

Establish strong cross-sectoral coordination
mechanisms that align the whole of
government behind priority actions

Provide the top-level prioritisation required for
powerful accountability mechanisms and
incentives to be applied

Promote, advocate for, and support devolved
leadership by granting relative fiscal and
functional autonomy to local government and
service providers

Oversee implementation and foster an
environment where structural bottlenecks and
good practices are identified and fed upwards

Be willing to revisit and adapt the means of
implementation




Senior Technocrats

High-ranking bureaucrats and technocrats,
including Permanent / Principal Secretaries,
Directors, Heads of Department, and Chief
Engineers or Chief Technical Officers within
Ministries, Regulators, Cross- or
Supra-Sectoral Bodies, Sub-National
Government, and Public Service Providers

Diagnose the current situation and provide an
evidence-based justification for the vision

Clearly ground the vision within policy, strategy
and planning processing, providing the
necessary detail

Sustain the vision and related activities over
electoral cycles by (re)engaging senior political
figures

Institutionalise responsibilities into mandates,
job descriptions, and planning documents

Foster a mission-driven bureaucratic culture that
empowers employees and values innovation,
action and learning-by-doing, and recognises
breakthroughs and achievements

Ensure development partners align behind
government-led implementation processes

Institutionalise cross-sectoral coordination
mechanisms at all administrative levels

Develop incentives to promote and reward
good performance

Recruit and invest in staff with genuine technical
financial skills

Establish effective internal and external
feedback loops and monitoring systems to
capture the status of implementation and
identify structural bottlenecks, and good
practices

Provide evidence-based recommendations for
iterating and adapting the means of
implementation

Wider Sector Stakeholders

Bi- and multi-lateral
organisations, NGOs and CSOs,
private sector, and CBOs

« Pilot innovative approaches and document
good practices

« Build broad-based coalitions to hold
government accountable on targets, ensuring
the priorities and perspectives of marginalised
groups are incorporated and practical
recommendations offered

Avoid creating parallel structures by aligning
behind (and encouraging and supporting other
stakeholders to align behind) and support
government-led implementation processes

Diagnose the extent of government leadership
and identify and implement actions to
strengthen government leadership across the
five competencies

Figure 6:

Headline Responsi-
bilities and Priority
Actions




Bibliography

Andrews, M., Pritchett, L., & Woolcock, M. (2017). Building State Capa-
bility: Evidence, Analysis, Action. Oxford University Press.

Baker, P, Hawkes, C., Wingrove, K., Demaio, A. R., Parkhurst, )., Thow, A.
M., & Walls, H. (2018). What drives political commitment for nutrition?
Areview and framework synthesis to inform the United Nations Deca-
de of Action on Nutrition. BMJ Global Health.

Booth, D. (2010). Towards a theory of local governance and public
goods’ provision in sub-Saharan Africa. Africa Power and Politics.

D'Mello-Guyett, L., Sylvester, R., Huston, A., Levira, B., Falconer, J., Bu-
tterworth, J., ... Hutchings, P. (2025). Advancing the Evidence for Wa-
ter, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) Systems Strengthening: A Delphi
Study to Define Research Priorities. PLOS Water.

Dean, W. (2004). Leading in Complex Political Environments: What We
Are Learning from Superintendents of Education.

Herdt, T. D., & Sardan, ). 0. (2015). Essays in Real governance and prac-
tical norms: the game of the rules.

Honig, D. (2024). Mission Driven Bureaucrats: Empowering People to
Help Governments Do Better. Oxford University Press.

Huston, A. (2025). In Search of Deeper Leverage Points: Going Beyond
the TechnFical to Transform Systems and Lives.

IRC WASH. (2026). Africa Water and Sanitation Systems Leadership
Symposium: Background Note.




Mason, N. (2016). Beyond political commitment to sanitation: Navi-
gating Incentives for Prioritisation and Course Correction in Ethiopia,
India and Indonesia. Synthesis Report.

Moriarty, P, & Huston, A. (2018). Building Blocks for Strong and Healthy
WASH Systems.

Mthethewa, R. M. (2012). Critical Dimensions for Policy Implementa-
tion. African Consortium of Public Administration.

Nollenberger, K. (2007). Leadership and Management in Local Gover-
nment. In R. S. Morse, T. F. Buss, & C. M. Kinghorn, Transforming Public
Leadership for the 21st Century.

Northover, H. (2020). Implementing Political Will: Effective Leadership
in Delivering WASH for All.

Northover, H., Kue, R. S., & Brewer, T. (2015). Achieving Total Sanitation
within a Generation — Lessons from East Asia.

Nzimakwe, T. (2011). Public Leadership in a Transforming Society for
Effective Service Delivery. Administratio Publica.

Pugel, K., Javernick-Will, A., Mussa, M., Mekonta, L., Dimtse, D., Watsisi,
M., ...Linden, K. (2022). Pathways for Securing Government Commit-
ment for Activities of Collaborative Approaches. Water, Sanitation &
Hygiene for Development.

Rodrik, D. (2010). Diagnostics Before Prescription. Journal of Economic
Perspectives.

UNICEF, IRC, SIWI. (2024). Principles for Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene
Systems Strengthening.

Valcourt, N., Javernick-Will, A., Walters, J., & Linden, K. (2020). System
Approaches to Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene: A Systematic Literatu-
re Review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health.

Warrener, D. (2004). The Drivers of Change Approach. ODI.

WaterAid. (2021). Implementing Political Will: Effective Leadership in
Delivering WASH for All.

World Bank. (2022). Water Supply and Sanitation: Policies, Institutions,
and Regulation.




Effective Government
Leadership for
Essential Services:
Core Competencies
and Necessary Actions

P
2
]
=¥
s
=
=
o i
2}
=
=




