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Abstract: The water sector in India is administered as a state subject, and state and local government agencies are responsible
for managing drinking water programmes for the population. Rural water supply programmes in the country have experienced
significant gaps in local-level programme administration and management, fundingand personnel capacities over the past years.
This paper assesses some aspects of the current state of decentralized governance of water programmes across different states
and highlights challenges in efficient implementation of rural water programmes across states. The current state of centralized
reporting and monitoring of village-level water institutions across different states has been analyzed. Additionally, utilization
and monitoring of support funds at state and district levels for various activities critical to the long-term sustainability of
community water programmes are assessed. A 2016-2017 snapshot of trainings and personnel readiness in village water
institutions across states has also been created.
To supplement this current state assessment of India’s decentralized water programmes, case studies from two countries have
been presented—Singapore, which achieved universal water and sanitation within a generation of independence, and Ethiopia,
which shares similarities with India in its decentralized rural water access programmes.

Meeting India’s Piped Water Gap
Today, 67 percent of India’s population, about 90.16 crore people,
live in rural areas. Since the first Five-Year Plan in 1951, the
Central Government (the Centre) and states have invested more
than INR 1,83,362 crore in the rural water supply sector.
However, 27 percent of the rural population still lacks
adequate access to drinking water from protected sources.
The country faces growing instances of water contamination,
habitations experiencing“slippages” in service-delivery levels, an
overreliance on depleted groundwater sources, and inadequate
operations and maintenance (O&M) and institutional processes
at the state and local government levels.
To meet the government’s new vision for affordable, equitable,
efficient and sustainable piped water supply for all by 2030
(Har Ghar Jal by 2030), an additional 47 crore people will have
to be provided household piped-water supply access, which is
estimated to require an infrastructure investment of nearly
INR 4.96 lakh crores in coming years. 1

Funding Water Projects—Increased Fiscal Responsibility for States
Water is a state subject, and state governments and their
agencies are responsible for managing safe drinking water to
all habitations in rural areas. With the 73rd Amendment of the
Constitution, rural drinking water was placed in the eleventh
Schedule of the Consultation and devolved to the Panchayati
Raj Institutions (PRIs). Overall, there has been an increasing
policy shift towards decentralizing fiscal and operational
responsibilities.

Impact of the 14th Finance Commission
The 14th Finance Commission’s recommendations in 2015
increased the states’ share (vs.central share) of net proceeds
of Union tax revenues to 42 percent from an earlier 32 percent.
This was the highest-ever jump in percentage of devolution and
has set the stage for an accelerated shift to decentralized fiscal
responsibility and governance.

1
Cost of coverage to bring all states to 100 percent PWS by 2030 is estimated as Rs 4,96,234.71 crore, assuming per capita cost in non hills (INR) 9,200 and per
capita cost in hills (INR) 15,000. Analysis does not take into account YoY ruralpopulation growth, and numbers are in 2016 INR (does not account for inflation).
Note: Telangana estimate is based on data listed as unverified on IMIS.
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While the 14th Finance Commission may have increased the
devolution of funds, states may see an overall reduction or no
net increase in funds for water schemes, if the state allocation
for the National Rural Drinking Water Programme (NRDWP) is
reduced or redirected to other programmes.

fund-sharing patterns, with states seeing an increased fiscal
responsibility.
In 2016-17, out of a total expenditure of INR 5,157.13 crore, 37
percent (INR 1,921.87 crore) was contributed by the Centre and
63 percent (INR 3,235.27 crore) was contributed by the states. 2

In the rural water context, NRDWP for provisioning drinking
water in rural areas has seen changes in the Centre-state

EXHIBIT 1

63% of the expenditure in NRDWP water programmes were taken on by states and 37%
was contributed by the Centre.

2
IMIS Format C33—State-wise No of Schemes and Total Expenditure, data extracted 30January 2017
Retrieved from: http://indiawater.gov.in/IMISReports/Reports/Physical/rpt_RWS_MonthwiseSchemesExpenditure_S.aspx?Rep=0&RP=Y
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Decentralised Governance in Drinking Water
Programmes—Current Setup and Structure
The rural water sector has suffered from a lack of continuous
institutionalized support and a programme for strengthening
professional capacity. In cases where schemes have been
handed over to Gram Panchayats or village-level institutions,
they have frequently lacked the financial and technical skills
to independently manage and operate their new sources and
systems.
State governments have generally adopted a top-down approach,
identifying and financing schemes aimed at meeting coverage
targets, and focused on infrastructure for uncovered habitations

EXHIBIT 2

and quality affected areas. Typically, Gram Panchayats
and Village Water and Sanitation Committees(VWSCs) are
unprepared and underequipped with the financial and technical
skills or partnership support ecosystem needed to manage and
operate the water sources, systems and schemes handed over to
them. Thus, project infrastructure is frequently abandoned and
left unmaintained after it has been built. States need to develop
mechanisms for continuous “life-cycle” support, including
training, technical support, access to professional services, and
financing to supplement their own resources.

Fund-flow structures and institutional mechanisms at the state and district levels in the rural water sector

Source: Tracking Policy and Budgetary Commitments for Drinking Water and Sanitation: A study of Select States. CBGA and Arghyam, 2016
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In addition, states and local governments have lacked the
knowledge and experience to contract these skills, and project
infrastructure is frequently abandoned and left un-maintained
after it has been built. States need to develop mechanisms for

EXHIBIT 3

continuous “life-cycle” support, including training, technical
support, access to professional services, and financing to
supplement their own resources.

Ecosystem of necessary decentralized support services

Assessing the Effectiveness of Devolution
across States
An increased focus on effective devolution of funds, functions
and functionaries to local government bodies—the Zila
Parishad, Panchayati Samiti and Gram Panchayat—is
important for long-term sustainability of rural water systems.
The National Rural Drinking Water Programme (NRDWP), in
its criteria for allocation of funds to states/union territories,
outlines a 10 percent weightage of funds for rural populations

managing rural drinking water schemes weighted by a
Management Devolution Index (MDI),3“ a set of metrics intended
to incentivize and encourage states to decentralize their rural
drinking water supply.” The MDI focuses on effective devolution
across a range of parameters called the 3 Fs—funds, functions,
and functionaries.

3
National Rural Drinking Water Programme—Framework for Implementation (2013), Extracted from http://www.mdws.gov.in/sites/default/files/NRDWP_
Guidelines_2013.pdf
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Effective devolution of funds focuses on fund transfer and
availability at the PRI level, including parameters like:

•

Proportion of VWSC members trained in rural water
supply functions

•

The proportion of NRDWP funds transferred to PRI
accounts

•

Proportion of NRDWP support funds spent on IEC and
HRD activities

•

The State Finance Commission grants transferred to PRI
accounts

•

Percentage of water charges collected from consumers by
PRIs

Effective devolution of functions focuses on thetransfer of
responsibilities to PRIs, such as:
•

Responsibilities of infrastructure creation and O&M for
various schemes transferred to PRIs (through State Acts,
executive orders, or MOUs)

•

Village Water and Sanitation Committees (VWSCs)
established as Standing/Sub-Committees of Gram
Panchayats

•

The proportion of drinking water sources for which water
quality tests have been conducted, based on centralized
data reported to indiawater.gov.in (IMIS)

Effective devolution of functionaries assesses aspects like:
•

Between 2012 and 2017, the MDWS released nearly Rs 3,164.57
crore towards Management Devolution funds across states,
with over 50 percent of the funds released during that period
going to three states: Uttar Pradesh (20 percent), Karnataka (20
percent), and Maharashtra (10.8 percent).
The NRDWP also allocates 5 percent of its annual budget
toward “Support Activities” aimed at improving governance
and institutions at the local level—these funds are utilized for
information education and communication (IEC) programmes,
human resource management and training, management
information systems (MIS), and research and development
(R&D), among others.

An Assessment of Devolution across States—A
2011 Snapshot
A 2011-12 assessment of decentralized governance of water
programmes by the MDWS showed that many states
underperformed in the devolution of funds, functions and
functionaries. In some cases, this was due to the absence of
relevant and complete documents submitted by states to the
Centre, while in most others it was due to an absence of effective
institutional processes, methods and reporting practices at the
decentralized levels.

Proportion of District Water and Sanitation Mission
consultant and Block Resource Center coordinator
positions staffed
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2011-12 assessment by the Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation ranked states on devolution of funds,
functions and functionaries

Source:State devolution scores fromhttp://www.mdws.gov.in/letters-circulars/management-devolution-index-calculation-year-2011-12-10042012

EXHIBIT 5

Transfer of funds ranked states on metrics like the
proportion of funds transferred from center and state
to PRIs, and the percent of water charges the PRIs were
able to collect from consumers

Source:State devolution scores fromhttp://www.mdws.gov.in/letters-circulars/management-devolution-index-calculation-year-2011-12-10042012
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EXHIBIT 6

EXHIBIT 7

Transfer of functions ranked states on the transfer
of infrastructure and O&M responsibilities
to PRIs, and the number of Village Water and
Sanitation Committees formed to manage water
programs at the village level

Transfer of functionaries ranked states on the proportion
of: DWSM consultants and BRC coordinator positions
filled, VWSC members trained in RWS for a minimum of
2 days, NRDWP Support funds spent on IEC and HRD
activities, and blocks were graduate/diploma engineers
are available at a ratio of 1 to 1lakh rural population for
RWSS.

Source:State devolution scores fromhttp://www.mdws.gov.in/letters-circulars/management-devolution-index-calculation-year-2011-12-10042012

Center for Rural Infrastructure
National Institute of Rural Development & Panchayati Raj (NIRD&PR)
National Seminar on Rural Drinking Water Supply & Sustainable Development Goals
1&2 June 2017, Hyderabad

7

FULL-LENGTH RESEARCH PAPER

1-2 June 2017, Hyderabad

A Current State (2016-2017) Assessment of
Devolution across States
An assessment of the current state (2016-2017) of decentralized
governance across the 3 Fs (funds, functions and functionaries)
was conducted, based on state-wise data reported, aggregated
and published on indiawater.gov.in (IMIS).
I.

Devolution of Funds—StateProgrammeExpenditure

and

District-Level

Utilization of state and district-level support funds remains
low or underreported for states. Many states do not report

EXHIBIT 8

annual plans for support fundutilization for training activities,
IEC (information, education and communication), etc., in their
Annual Action Plans (AAPs) or elsewhere.
An assessment of the data reported by states showed a gap
between planned and actual expenditure across various
support activities. Expenditure planned for support activities in
the state AAPs was INR 380 crore, while the actual expenditure
across states was INR 307 crore (81 percent). In general, overall
expenditures reported for administrative activities and Water
Quality Monitoring & Surveillance Programmes (WQMSP) far
exceeded planned numbers, while state spending on training
and R&D was a fraction of planned spending.

Aggregated Expenditure on Support Activities for Rural Water Supply, Planned vs. Actual, 2016-2017

Source: Format 13—Support Activities, IMIS, Extracted on 18 June 2017
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Training Expenditure (Planned vs. Actual): An assessment
of state- and district-level training costs reported showed
that only 12states, including Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Punjab, and
Gujarat, set targets for utilization of support funds for training
and utilization. Actual training costs reported versus planned
training costs remained under 50 percent for most states.
MIS Expenditure (Planned vs. Actual): An assessment of costs
for MIS activities at the state level showed that while 24 states

EXHIBIT 9

had reported MIS expenditure plans at the state level, only 12
states reported actual MIS costs.States includingWest Bengal,
Kerala, Rajasthan and Telanganareported planned expenditures
on MIS activities but no actual expenditures.
Research and Development Expenditures (Planned vs. Actual):
Only twostates, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal, reported R&D
expenditures. Seven other states planned R&D expenditure but
reported no actual spending on R&D activities.

State-Level Personnel-TrainingExpenditure, Planned vs. Actual for 2016-2017 in INR lakhs. Only 12 states showed
any data on funds budgeted for personnel training initiatives. Actual training funds utilized remained under 50
percent for most states.

Source: Format 13—Support Activities, IMIS, Extracted on 18 June 2017
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State-Level Management Information Systems (MIS) Expenditures. Only 12 states reported actual MIS costs.

Source: Format 13—Support Activities, IMIS, Extracted on 18 June 2017

EXHIBIT 11

State-Level Research and Development (R&D) Activities, Planned vs. Actual for 2016-2017 in INR lakhs. Only two
states reported any R&D expenditure.
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Devolution of Functions—VWSCs Formed and Schemes
Transferred

Village Water Sanitation Committees (VWSCs) Formed—Central
monitoring and reporting of village-level water institutions
was observed to be inconsistent and needs strengthening. For
instance, 16 states and territories, including Karnataka, Tamil
Nadu, West Bengal and Bihar, showed no centralized data on
village-level institutions for water. Two states, Gujarat and
Madhya Pradesh, reported more village-level communities than
total number of villages in the state, indicating potential overreporting.

EXHIBIT 12

Schemes Transferred to Gram Panchayats—Handing over
completed infrastructure to PRI institutions effectively is
critical to long-term sustainability of projects. An assessment of
schemes transferred to Gram Panchayats showed that 12 states,
including Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal and Gujarat, reported over
100 percent schemes transferred. While this data could indicate
that these states are performing well in devolving functions to
PRIs, the numbers could also indicate possible gaps in schemecompletion baselining, a need for better metrics for centralized
monitoring, and stronger decentralized annual planning and
target-setting.

16 States showed no centralized data on VWSCs that typically manage water and sanitation programmes at the
village level

Source: FORMAT 9—Schemes (Total) handed over to Panchayat, Extracted 12 June 2017
NOTE: Some states reported more VWSCs that total number of villages in the state; for these States, the % Villages with VWSCs goes over 100%
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17 states had handed over less than 50 percent of their schemes to Gram Panchayat

Source: FORMAT 9—Schemes (Total) handed over to Panchayat, Extracted 12 June 2017
NOTE: For some states, the number of schemes handed over were greater than the number of schemes marked in the project shelf, possibly because not all
schemes were marked in the project shelf.

III.

Devolution of Functionaries—Trainings and Personnel
Readiness

Village water institutions need to plan and organize meetings
to ensure the effective operations of water supply projects at
the village level. Tenstates, including Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat,
Punjab and Haryana, reported VWSC/Gram Sabha meetings for
rural water supply.
VWSC and village community members involved in village
water planning and supply should also be trained on relevant

skills. An assessment of training and personnel readiness data
showed that only 11 states, including Punjab, Madhya Pradesh,
Haryana and Tamil Nadu, reported the numbers of VWSC/Gram
Sabha member trainings. For all states, no details on targeted
meetings or targeted number of trained personnel were
available centrally.
Rigorous target-setting, scheduling, monitoring and evaluation
processes for VWSC meetings and training initiatives should
be instituted to ensure personnel readiness and effective
utilization of support funds.
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Gram Sabha or Village Water and Sanitation Committee meetings planned vs. actually held. Only 10 States
reported VWSC/Gram Sabha meetings for rural water supply.

Source: FORMAT 8 - Community Involvement in NRDWP, Extracted 12 June 2017

EXHIBIT 15

Trainings conducted and personnel trained by State. Eleven reported the numbers of VWSC/Gram Sabha member
trainings.

Source: FORMAT 8 - Community Involvement in NRDWP, Extracted 12 June 2017
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Case Studies from Countries Working towards
Universal Water and Sanitation
Singapore
Operationalizing Universal Water and Sanitation
Singapore was able to achieve universal access to water and
sanitation (defined as access to running-water washbasins
and flush toilets) by 1990 within a generation after achieving
independence in 1965.
•

•

Water Access Driven by Universal Housing Schemes—A
study of Singapore’s path to 100 percent universal
water and sanitation showed that water and sanitation
improvements were directly associated with housing
improvements. The country’s low-income housing
policies accelerated sanitation coverage programme.
Slum dwellers were relocated and modern housing was
provided to them.
The Ministry of Environment as an Institutional
Enabler, Regulator and Gatekeeper—A unique aspect to
Singapore’s Ministry of Environment was that long-term
public health monitoring and regulatory responsibilities
were placed under it.
This led to an integrated monitoring programme across
water quality and water pollution (source water and
sewage water/drains), public health, and waterborne
diseases.
Data monitoring and impact reporting, as well as
statistical analysis initiatives, were also housed in this
ministry, and the ministry also coordinated district-level
skilling initiatives.
Another enabling factor was that this ministry was
the designated “gatekeeper” of environmental health-

compliance approvals required for housing initiatives in
Singapore, and housing plans were required to include
adequate water and sanitation facilities.

The government of Singapore, in general, and Singapore’s
Public Utilities Board (PUB), in particular, have been
encouraging global technology players, domain experts and
strategic consulting groups to develop and test smart and
sustainable urban solutions and treat the country as a “living
laboratory,” leveraging automated meter reading and water
consumption-tracking technologies, associated information and
communication platforms, analytical engines, and centralized
water management tools. Overall, this approach would help the
country leverage best practices in water management, adopt
digital technologies as enablers, and induce behavior change in
citizens to promote water conservation.

Ethiopia
Turning Finance into Services for the Rural Poor
Ethiopia mirrors India’s demographics and water-sector scenario,
with a predominantly rural population, and with water and
sanitation services decentralized to the woreda (district) level.
Each local government in Ethiopia contains a “Woreda (district)
WASH Team” responsible for all aspects of water and sanitation
development in the district, including management and
oversight of scheme construction, provision of maintenance
support, financial management, and M&E. This local mandate
is expected to expand in the face of a renewed focus on lowcost technologies and self-supply. Most woreda offices, however,
lack sufficient human resources and operational budgets to
effectively perform even their current role. Based on a previous
World Bank review, operational budgets for woreda water staff
were estimated to be in the range of USD 200 per staff member
per year, insufficient to cover even the expenses required for
even 10 days of local travel to field sites.
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Challenges in the water sector have been similar to India’s:
•

CAPEX requirement of $260 million a year (deficit of $24
million), and unmet OPEX requirements of $82M

•

Limitations in M&E—creates uncertainty about progress
in the sector and the effectiveness of interventions and
constrains opportunities for incremental learning.

•

Low financial utilization rates for public and donor funds,
stemming from incomplete convergence and alignment
with core government agencies.

•

Significant human resource capacity challenges, in
particular at woreda level, despite large capacity-building
initiatives.

Ethiopia’s priority actions in the rural water supply sector in
recent years have focused on:
•

Increasing infrastructure sustainability by strengthening
cost-recovery mechanisms, developing effective spare
parts supply chains.

•

Increasing operational budgets and build capacity at
woredalevel to support implementation.

•

Implementing the national WASH inventory to establish
baseline data on rural water supply infrastructure.

Water supply coverage in Ethiopia has been on a strong upward
trajectory. According to official government data, water supply
coverage has risen from 19 percent in 1990 (11 percent rural, 70
percent urban) to 66 percent in 2009 (62 percent rural, 89 percent
urban).

India’s Path Forward—Transformations to Reach
Har Ghar Jal by 2030
Centralized
collaboration
and
convergence—Different
ministries need to have enhanced collaboration where the
status of implementation of water access programmes across
different states should be visible to all ministries centrally and
statelevel in real time.
Paradigm shift for information systems—Government
information systems and platforms need a paradigm shift
from their current government-to-government data to more
citizen-oriented interfaces with improved access to individual
communities’ water supply statuses.
Data related to status of implementation of water access
programmes should be collected at source, and systems should
be implemented to ensure that this massive data—collected
from decentralized project implementation environments—
is converted into insights and made available to all relevant
stakeholders at both state and central level, through intelligent
dashboards and without a need for duplications in data entry.
State Performance Index—The implementation of water access
should be managed as a programme, and its status, including
causes of delays and breakdowns, should be tracked, published
and compared at a national level as a ranked State Performance
Index. The objective of making state performance visible will be
to identify and share best practices within states and between
states.
Convergence—Close interaction and data sharing between
water and sanitation programmes, rural skill development and
employment programmes, health missions, and others is critical
for coordinated progress in the sector.
The successful implementation of a Har Ghar Jal programme
for India by 2030 would involve a multipronged intervention
strategy where centralized collaboration and convergence
would be essential. A shift in the paradigm for information
systems and monitoring is called for, with data collection at
the source (realtime where possible) on programne status and
implementation, conversion of data into insights to enable
improved decision-making and improvement measures,
and adoption of higher-quality programme management
approaches.
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