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Challenges Facing Community Management of Rural Water 
Supply: The Case of Ohangwena Region, Namibia 

NESPECT SALOM and PRUDENCE KHUMALO 

Abstract: This study investigated the critical success factors for the community 
management of rural water supplies in the Ohangwena Region, Namibia. Rural 
communities in Namibia receive water through the Community Based Management 
(CBM) strategy, which necessitates water governance decentralization, thereby enabling 
local communities to participate in the management of their water resources. In pursuance 
of this policy and philosophy, a large number of water point committees have been created 
nationally. At least half of the existing water points in rural areas in Namibia are faulty 
and dysfunctional, however, and the majority of people are still struggling to access clean 
water. The study endeavoured to examine key considerations that have a positive impact 
on the success of the management of the rural water supply in Namibia, using the 
Ohangwena Region as a case study. Qualitative and quantitative methods were used in 
the study. The findings from the study affirmed that governance, leadership attributes of 
the committee members, training and capacity building, level of community involvement, 
coordination and support are critical success factors for effective management of rural 
water supplies. Finally, a rural water management model was developed, which is 
anticipated to contribute towards improved management of rural water provision in the 
study area. 

Keywords: critical success factors, community management, rural water supply, water 
point committees, governance, stakeholders, public participation. 

Introduction  

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) about 2.1 billion people globally lack 
'safely managed' drinking water, including 785 million people without 'basic' drinking water 
services of whom four out of five live in rural areas.1 Almost half the world’s population live in 
rural areas, mostly in Asia and Africa.2 About 900 million of the rural population lack access to 
the basic water supply which results not only in tremendous human health and economic costs 
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but also creates gender and other societal inequalities. There is a huge gap in providing safe 
drinking water to everyone in rural Africa in comparison to progress made in other continents.  

Rural water supply in most developing countries have been shaped by mismanagement.3 
The resultant effect of this mismanagement is increased poverty, tremendous human health 
costs, as well as gender and other social inequalities.4 Water access and provision remain a 
challenge in sub-Saharan Africa, and Namibia is no exception to this phenomenon. For 
example, a study by Takouleu reveals that 20 percent of the Namibian population has 
difficulties accessing reliable sources of water, and this challenge is exacerbated by poor water 
management, especially in rural settings.5 Furthermore, the Harambee Prosperity Plan (HPP), 
the national economic development plan published in 2016, states that less than 70 percent of 
rural households have access to potable water (compared to the World Bank figure of 86 
percent). Over 50 percent of Namibians live in rural areas, and many live far from available 
water sources.6 The management of rural water supply in the country is in dire need.  The 
present study seeks to assess the challenges and critical success factors of community 
management of rural water supply in Ohangwena region. 

Rural water points make potable water available to communities, schools, clinics, hospitals, 
and other facilities. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) set targets and 
metrics to monitor rural drinking water progress primarily under SDG 6 (drinking water).7 In 
Africa, rural water supply is generally considered and known by community management as a 
communal, off-site water supply system used for domestic, and frequently productive, 
purposes with limited or no regulatory oversight.8 

Community management can have many interpretations.9 According to Moriarty et al., 
“Community management is based on a set of principles (both explicit and implicit) that 
include: 1) community participation in the development of the water system; 2) community 
ownership of the system, and 3) willingness and ability of the community to carry out operation 
and maintenance.”10 Furthermore, Kamruzzaman et al. emphasize that community 
management allows the beneficiary community to develop, own, and operate and maintain 
their facilities or systems.11 The central importance of community management is to empower 
and equip communities to take control of their development. 

Water supply in rural areas is faced by several challenges, such as poor economic 
conditions, location of settlements in environmentally fragile areas, management models 
dominated by diverse cultural values, and associated cost recovery challenges.12 Furthermore, 
scattered settlements bring about challenges for infrastructure provision. Oftentimes, the 
condition of infrastructure systems becomes poor due to technical, financial and managerial 
limitations. As a result, the rural population depends on local water sources (wells, hand 
pumps, river), which are frequently contaminated.13 

Namibia is one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world, with a population of 
2.3 million people living on 842,000 sq km of land in one of the driest areas in sub-Saharan 
Africa.14 Approximately 52 percent of the Namibian population lives in rural areas, whereas 94 
percent in Ohangwena region lives in rural areas.15 The Ohangwena region, one of fourteen in 
Namibia, is located in the north of the country, covering a total of 10,582km2 and bordering on 
the Cunene Province of Angola in the north but also sharing a small border with the Cuando 
Cubango Province in the far north-east. Domestically, Ohangwena shares borders with 
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Kavango, Oshikoto, Oshana, and Omusati regions. Eenhana is the largest town and the capital 
of the Ohangwena region. The region has eleven constituencies: Eenhana, Endola, Epembe, 
Ohangwena, Okongo, Omundaungilo, Ondobe, Ongenga, Oshikango, and Omulonga. 

 

 

Figure 1: Administrative Map of Ohangwena Region, Source: Ohangwena 2011 Census Regional Profile 

 

The 2011 Namibia Population and Housing Census results showed that Ohangwena had a 
population of 245,446 of which 133,316 were women, and 112,130 were men. There were 43,723 
households with an average of 5.6 persons per household. The region has the highest 
population density in the country. The National Population Census in 2011 indicated that 56 
percent of the households in Ohangwena had access to safe water. The results further show that 
about 88 percent of households in urban areas had access to safe water, compared to only 51 
percent in rural areas. Seventeen percent of households in rural areas relied on rivers, dams or 
streams as their primary source of water for cooking and drinking. At the constituency level, it 
was observed that Epembe and Omundaungilo had the lowest percentages of households with 
access to safe water, at slightly over 20 percent.16 

Namibia adopted a community management model for its rural water supply aimed at 
increasing water supply and water use efficiency for sustainable future development.17 This 
model gave hope for a permanent solution to the water challenges experienced in the country. 
The new reforms called for devolution of water governance, giving communities full 
participation and management of their water resources. Approximately eight thousand water 
points have been established in communal areas, of which 80 percent have water point 
committees.18 Water points were created around the country to empower water users and 
enhance the efficiency of water management. The committees were formed and mandated to 
take responsibility for the operation and maintenance of water points to foster a sense of 
ownership.19 According to the Ohangwena Directorate of Rural Water Supply, there are 1232 
water points in the region, of which 852 are functional, whereas 381 are non-functional. These 
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water points are supplied by diesel engines (202), solar (7), electric pumps (3), hand pumps (1) 
and pipelines (1015). 

Despite all these efforts, the current state of affairs regarding community management of 
rural water supply in Namibia is dire. It is estimated that at least half of the existing water 
points in rural areas in Namibia are faulty, costly, and hard to keep operational.20 The majority 
of people find it difficult to access potable water. According to Karuaihe et al. the rural water 
supply is difficult to sustain and remains problematic in most parts of the developing world, 
including Namibia.21 Therefore, the present study investigated challenges facing community 
management of rural water supply in the Ohangwena region with a particular emphasis on the 
water point committees.  

Namibia Water Policy and Rural Water Supply Strategy 

Namibia is an arid country that is regularly afflicted by droughts. A prolonged drought of three 
consecutive seasons (2015-17) resulted in a significant drop in groundwater, dam and river 
levels. After independence, the Government of the Republic of Namibia passed numerous 
legislations and guidelines to address water scarcity, supply, and distribution issues in line with 
the global and national challenges. These reforms and changes to legislation and regulation 
aimed to replace the old apartheid-era acts and policies that governed the water sector.22 The 
government deemed not having access to safe water as a threat to life that destroys opportunity 
and undermines human dignity.23 Hence, water reorganizations were crucial because 
historically, rural water supply in Namibia was characterized by racially-based inequality and 
strong subsidizing of certain areas.  

Due to the demand surpassing supply, the government realized that water had to be 
managed and conserved accordingly.24 Despite several efforts to reform the water sector by the 
repeal of previous legislation and guidelines, the Water Act 54 of 1956—which is often referred 
to as the Old Act—passed by the then apartheid regime of South Africa, is still in force. Water 
Act 54 has remained in effect because the Water Resource Management Act 24 of 2004 and the 
Water Resource Management Act 11 of 2013 have not effectively been operationalized. 

In addition, least half of the existing water points in rural areas in Namibia are not 
functional, making it difficult for the majority of people to access potable water. Over the years, 
rural communities in the Ohangwena region experienced water scarcity, forcing them to drink 
unsuitable and salty water for survival. The challenges of water governance in rural areas 
include poor management of services as well as infrastructure failure.25 Acquiring a suitable 
number of staff members to execute duties effectively and efficiently, as well as establishing and 
renovating office space for the officials is a big challenge. Very poor rural water supply 
infrastructure is visible in all regions. During the apartheid regime, access to water was 
regulated by the South West Africa administration which covered the costs of running and 
maintaining the infrastructure. Hence, there was little local coordination.26 There is presently a 
need to reduce bottlenecks to service delivery.27 Decentralization needs to be increased to lead 
to better performance.28 

Despite all these challenges, the Namibian government has been credited for reforming and 
developing progressive policies congruent with the Constitution and conforming to 
international best practices to expand potable water access, especially in rural areas, since 
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independence.29 However, due to poor policy implementation, weak regulation and 
enforcement, the water sector has been hampered by severe under-investment, limited capacity 
and technical skills, as well as poor coordination among stakeholders.30 Although management 
structure and a legal framework existed with the Water Resource Management Act 11 of 2013, 
legally, it is not yet operational. The non-commencement of the Act has created more challenges 
in the water sector, such as: continued implementation of laws which have some provisions that 
do not resonate with the Constitution; unclear delineation of roles due to legal uncertainty; and 
the overlap of roles which could lead to conflict between actors. Community management of 
water points is examined from a good governance perspective that recognizes the necessity of 
partnerships, community ownership of resources, and strategies meant to develop the 
community.31 It also encapsulates participation in management of a basic service which is 
critical for community development.32 

Methodology 

To uncover the critical success factors for community management of rural water supply, the 
paper employs a mixed methods approach to bring out the lived experiences of people and 
officials involved in management of water points in rural areas. The following questions were 
asked: (a) How effective and efficient is Ohangwena in the provision of water supplies in rural 
areas? (b) Is the Ohangwena region approach an approach that other regions could adopt? (c) 
What are the risks in community management of rural water supply? (d) What is the most 
effective framework for critical success factors in community management of rural water supply 
in the Ohangwena region? (e) What lessons can other countries embarking on similar 
programmes learn from the Ohangwena Region experience? 

The data collection approach was two-fold, consisting of both secondary (journals, media, 
official reports) and primary data sources (structured interviews, questionnaires). The firt step 
was to engage relevant literature on the subject and explore official and other documents on 
rural water supply management in Namibia, critically interrogating the policies, strategies and 
programmes dealing with the rural water supply challenges. Secondary sources were 
augmented by an empirical study which involved in-depth interviews with nine key 
informants. These key informants included persons from the Directorate of Rural Supply in 
Ohangwena Region. The head of the Regional Office and three directorate officials responsible 
for rural water supply were interviewed to elicit the strategies and methods of rural water 
management in the region. Additionally, four chairpersons of the Local Water User Association 
and four chairpersons for the Water Point Committee were interviewed as well. They were 
critical for the study as they possessed first-hand and lived experiences in managing water 
points. The data from the interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded, thematized, and 
compared with literature and information obtained from official reports. Themes were 
developed based on the main research question and those emanating from the data concerning 
the challenges of rural water supply in the region. 

Water Management Model 

In order to appreciate the water management challenges facing Namibia, it is important to 
unpack the approaches followed in managing community resources such as water. The 
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community management model of water supply systems is celebrated as one of the most 
important for remote communities worldwide to facilitate access to drinking water. This model 
of rural water services has proven to be a noteworthy approach to guarantee the sustainability 
of water supply where private and public entities do not work.33 In this model, community 
members play a pivotal role in the operation and maintenance of water services, including the 
water treatment process, billing, and maintenance procedures.34  

The community management model in post-independence Namibia came into prominence 
in 1998.35 The literature links it to the Decentralization Enabling Act of 2000 and National Water 
Policy 1998. Until 1998, the rural water supply was still centralized but following the enactment 
of the Decentralization Enabling Act of 2000, rural water supply management was decentralized 
and internationally recognized approaches (community management model) were adopted. 
Various institutions played a major important role with the Ministry of Agriculture, Water and 
Forestry playing a coordinating role and setting standards. 

The sustainability of the community management model depends on technical, managerial 
and financial aspects to ensure the long-term sustainability and functionality, as well as the 
participation of users.36 The mixture of these aspects allows community-based service providers 
to meet favourable conditions to operate and manage their organizations and water services 
properly. Community management was found to be the best solution to the failure of 
centralized government service delivery that could not sustain access to clean water services, 
especially in rural areas.37 Dyer underscored that community management is not a concept or 
an approach applicable to less developed countries only—in the USA, approximately 52,000 
community water systems were serving an average of fifteen households each in 1990.38  

Community management empowers and prepares the community members to undertake a 
leading role in planning, construction, financing, and managing water supply systems 
necessary for water sustainability after the implementing agency/government has left the 
community. Because of community empowerment, it was found to be the best alternative 
strategy to deliver greater access and equity, thereby ensuring sustainable rural water service 
delivery in the country. 

The community management model was endorsed as one of the guiding principles for 
rural water delivery at the 1990 New Delhi Global Consultative Conference on Safe Water to 
review the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade. Since then, it has 
become the dominant and standard project management strategy in the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP).39 This approach was complemented in the late 1990s by the 
demand-responsive approach (DRA) championed by the World Bank. The DRA was intended 
to underpin community management. The demand-driven approach was adopted where 
communities become key partners in the project identification, planning and design, share part 
of the construction cost, and take on the responsibilities of operation and maintenance.  

According to the World Health Organization, community management means that the 
beneficiaries of water supply have the responsibility, authority and control over the 
development of their services.40 However, this management model has some limitations, 
including: lack of institutional support, inadequate financial resources, weak tariff schemes, 
maintenance issues or difficulty in obtaining spare parts, and lack of support from external 
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entities.41 The success of this model depends on further commitment from multiple stakeholders 
to attain better results and benefit a larger number of people. 

This study investigated the critical success factors of rural water supply by engaging 
various stakeholders specialized in the rural water sector. Their practical experiences provided 
a valuable interpretation of the day-to-day problems of managing rural water supply services. 
These in-depth insights allowed for a constructive identification of the key features related to 
the success of community management. 

Findings and Discussion 

Data obtained from the key informants indicate that a management structure and a legal 
framework existed and clearly defined roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders are in 
place as guidelines but legally not yet operational. As a result of legal uncertainty, there was an 
overlap of roles which could lead to conflict between the actors. This has resulted in weak 
leadership authority and unclear delineation of functions among the Water Point Committees 
(WPCs) and hence the continuous reliance on government for support. 

Informants also pointed to a lack of community cohesion. This compromised sound 
governance principles. Communities are expected to work together for the effective operation of 
the water points. An effective WPC needs to hold several meetings, monitor, collect and save 
financial contributions from users, devise and enforce rules (including rules around access and 
use), and undertake or secure maintenance and repair work.42 However, the study found that 
these activities were not always taking place. Lack of leadership and ineffective management 
contributed to dysfunctionality of some water points, dissolving of the committees, and 
growing mistrust between committee members and the users. Regular meetings are critical for 
information sharing about expenditures of the money that members contributed. It is a platform 
to amplify the voices and influence of some water users. The study also found that the model 
has failed to recognize the role of traditional leaders, levels of education of the committee 
members, and gender in the management structures of water points.  

The Water Resource Management Act, 13 of 2013, section 12, makes provision for 
establishment of a water regulator. This independent body responsible for water regulation and 
pricing was not operational during the study period. Hence the water fees varied at different 
water schemes and points. This implies that prices were imposed without heeding stipulations 
in the legal documents, which is a critical factor in a successful model. Community participation 
in design and implementation of all phases of rural water supply points was found to be 
minimal. The participation of the community members is crucial for the functionality and 
sustainability of the community water points. Whaley and Cleaver also recommend full 
participation of community members during the design and implementation phase, as it instils 
a culture of ownership among users.43 

Furthermore, this study also affirmed that there were no economic incentives—"there will 
be no commitment without incentives"—and this is an essential component to retain committee 
members. Also, there were no periodic elections of the committee members—"since I was 
elected more than 20 years ago, no replacement/election was held."44 In the absence of incentives 
and periodic elections, the majority of committee members resigned, leaving the work of WPCs 
in the hands of very few or without any committee members.  
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The criteria for aspiring committee members were not clear. In fact, there are no criteria 
required to become a committee member—the only requirement is to be a user of the particular 
water point where elected to serve with nothing in place to determine their leadership capacity 
and levels of literacy. These were cited as factors that led to the breakdown of many water 
points in the study area. Another critical factor found lacking in the study area was training and 
capacity building (support in technical and administrative issues) for the committee members. 
Irrespective of any management model, the capacity building plays a crucial role in the 
improvement of water provision and services.45  

Although rural water services are decentralized, community members still have to travel 
long distances to pay for water services and buy spare parts. The transport cost to reach towns 
is more than the cost of water, which has caused many community members to abstain from 
paying for water.46 Insufficient support was provided to the community after the construction of 
the water point. Support to the community consists of monitoring visits, training, maintenance 
and repairs.47 There was no regular monitoring or visits to see how they were performing, with 
interviewee complaints about officials not visiting them. The quality and sustainability of rural 
water supply services depend on the support provided to the community in the form of regular 
monitoring, technical assistance and retraining of service providers.48 Furthermore, there was a 
lack of monitoring and evaluation by government officials, lack of engagement between the 
community and the officials, as well as lack of information dissemination into the community. 
An official in charge of water supply in the region said "the idea to visit the community is 
important. When comparing the past with the present, you can see a big difference, the 
government resources [are] now limited, everything is limited. You want to work but you do 
not have the resource to enable you to do the work. this could be a contributing factor to the 
closure of some water points."49 

 Monitoring as part of the post-construction support involves testing the quality of water, 
checking accounts, and inspecting the water supply status.50 Participants in the study were 
concerned about quantity and quality of water. Some water points were abandoned due to 
saline water and forced communities to revert to prior ways by digging omifima—shallow 
excavations created by digging to access ground freshwater. If regular monitoring visits were 
done, technical advice or alternatives could be provided. Many boreholes were left to animals as 
the water was not fit for human consumption. The breakdown and non-functionality of the 
water points and WPC can be attributed to the little support provided. This confirmed 
Verhoeven and Smits’ assertion that the quality and sustainability of rural water supply services 
improves when community-based service providers receive regular support.51 A few studies, 
have confirmed the benefit of post-construction support.52 A comparison of communities 
receiving and not receiving post-construction support noted the high performance of the service 
providers who are regularly receiving support compared to the ones not receiving support. A 
study in the Dominican Republic concluded that there is high community participation at the 
systems visited more often.53 Furthermore, in Chile and Honduras changes in performance and 
sustainability of rural water provision were observed following establishment of post-
construction mechanisms.54 In sub-Saharan Africa, measurable improvement is also noted in 
South Africa.55  
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Post-construction support mechanisms are clearly articulated in Namibia’s National Water 
Supply and Sanitation Policy.56 However, a lack of resources hindered the fulfilment of the 
mandates. The focus is instead more curative in nature than preventitive. Verhoeven & Smits 
found that due to lack of a travel budget, support could often only be provided during part of 
the month. This was echoed by the officials who participated in the study.57 This is against what 
they are supposed to do by law.58 Post-construction support is critical because it determines 
whether users engage with the service or not. The post-construction phase concerns the day-to-
day operation of the community management governance arrangements. It appears post-
construction support is only a formal mandate in our study area. 

Recommendations 

The study identified the following critical success factors for the effective management of the 
rural water supply: leadership of the water management committees; community participation; 
training and capacity building; periodic elections; economic incentives for the committee 
members; and coordination with post-construction support by the government.  

Considering the weak display of leadership authority in the region under study, a critical 
assessment must be performed to elect people with strong leadership qualities for the effective 
and continuous functioning of the water point committee and water points. The educational 
level, gender and age of the committee members should be considered during the election of 
members. Having skilled water management committees is critical for the effective and 
sustainable management of the water points. Taking into consideration the complex operations, 
processes and decisions, in addition to coordination challenges with multiple stakeholders, 
requires a committee with diverse skills. Continuous training to improve the skills of the 
committee members is critical and highly recommended. Apart from setting minimum 
education and skills levels for the committee members, it is also critical to consider incentivizing 
water committees as a strategy for attracting and retaining people with skills as volunteerism is 
unsustainable. Introducing social incentives for the committee members in a very creative way 
will encourage and retain volunteers. 

Although community members were involved or participated in the initiation, installation 
and decision-making pertaining to their water points, increasing community participation in the 
design, selection of technology type, and implementation is critical for the sustainability of rural 
water supplies. It will lead to an increased sense of ownership of the water points among the 
community members.59 Community members should be involved right from the start. The 
delineation of roles of different stakeholders should be clear to avoid confusion and conflict that 
might arise between the actors. Community support in terms of resources, regular monitoring 
visits, maintenance, repairs and professional support are critical for the effective management 
of the water points.  

Harmonization of the legal frameworks is critical. Government should proceed with 
finalization and promulgation of all regulations of the Water Resource Management 11 of 2013 
as required by Section 134 and ensuring full compliance with the provisions in the Act with the 
law. The Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Forestry should develop specific rules relating to 
the Constitution, powers of the water point committees, and appointment of the committee 
members. Compliance with sound governance principles should be encouraged and enforced, 
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including regular elections of committee members every three or five years. Contextual 
differences need to be considered when developing regulations (it is not one size fits all) 
because they can hinder the effectiveness of water management institutions. A study in the 
Kunene region on community-based water management during drought found that cultural 
models, kinship and reciprocity, replaced the formal rules laid down in the constitutions of 
water point associations.60 Thus, rural water management rules should be flexible, taking into 
account the community contextual reality and that standard rules may not be applicable in all 
situations. 

The Ohangwena Regional Water Board 

The study supports development of a rural water management model for the study area. The 
model is built drawing ideas from the literature reviewed and the key findings of the primary 
data obtained in the area under study. The proposed model seeks to address challenges 
experienced in the study areas such as lack of community cohesion, role delineations of 
different actors, low revenue collection, lack of leadership, economic incentives, training of 
committee members and lack of post-construction support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Proposed regional rural water management model, source: Salom 2020, p. 263. 

The implementation of this model is expected to increase community participation and 
allow them to play a critical role in all phases of the rural water supply from the design stage, 
implementation, operation, maintenance, monitoring and evaluation. This is critical especially 
owing to the fact that since 1997 a community water management approach was adopted 
through the Directorate of Water Supply and Sanitation coordination (DWSSC) which falls 
under the Ministry of Agriculture Water and Forestry. This approach therefore necessitates the 
active participation of community players and the simplification of responsibilities and 
communication lines. The members of the proposed Regional Water Board (RWB) are drawn 
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from across all key sectors in the region. This body is made up of people with a variety of skills, 
including the traditional leaders and handle both management and governance responsibilities. 
Amongst other things, this model brings the following benefits to the region: a high sense of 
ownership, clear communication channels, improved revenue collection towards the cost of 
infrastructure, availability of skilled personnel, transparency and accountability. The model can 
be adapted to other rural settings with comparable socio-economic factors.  

Conclusions 

For effective implementation of the community management model adopted for rural water 
supply in Namibia, significant changes in water governance, policies, values and behaviours of 
community members are required. The role of traditional leaders and lack of incentives were 
identified as some of the major factors hindering the effective management of many water 
points. The study also identified the weak leadership structures due to undefined roles and 
responsibilities, the lack of community cohesion, poor democratic processes and lack of 
capacitation of water management committee members as key challenges affecting community 
water management.  

In general, the study exposed some critical factors which might have contributed to the 
success as well as the factors that impeded progress in the studied region. It is on the basis of 
these identified key factors that a model has been proposed to reinforce the community 
participation and ownership of the water supply processes and also to ensure that there is a 
defined coordination between the community and the other important stakeholders. The 
capacitation of the water committees, strengthening of democratic processes and rewarding the 
volunteers serving in the community structures were noted as some of the possible ways of 
improving the state of affairs.  
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