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ABSTRACT: Community participation in water governance in developing countries is considered important for 
increasing sustainable access to drinking water and improving broader local governance. The promotion of 
participation has therefore become a key aim of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). This paper explores 
community participation in water governance in the rural municipality of Yélékébougou, Mali, and how it is 
influenced by 'capacity-development' initiatives of the international NGO WaterAid. 
WaterAid supports communities by helping to set up new institutions intended to manage water supplies and to 
promote 'participation as citizenship', the idea that community members are empowered to take part in decisions 
made on water access. However, the paper finds that the institutions created to promote 'participation as 
citizenship' focus more on promoting paying for water i.e. 'participation as payment', because lack of payment for 
maintenance of handpumps appears to be the critical obstacle to sustainable water access. 
However, 'participation as payment' as a means of pursuing cost recovery from communities is not working, and 
also detracts from the possibility of promoting 'participation as citizenship' and the associated potential longer-
term benefits to water access and democratisation. The immediate outcome is that access to drinking water is 
neither sustainable nor equitable. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The adoption of the participatory paradigm and community-based approach from international 
development policy into the water sector has become a consensus for ideas around water governance 
but has been questioned in the academic literature (Cleaver and Toner, 2006) by drawing on wider 
critiques of participatory approaches (e.g. Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Hickey and Mohan, 2004) and 
'designing' institutions (Cleaver, 1999). This paper contributes to this debate by using a case study from 
Mali to explore local participation in rural drinking water governance and how it is influenced by 
'capacity-development'1 initiatives by NGOs. The study examines the actions of an international NGO 
(WaterAid) and its local NGO partner organisation, AMEPPE (the Malian Association for Public 
Education and Environmental Protection), in three villages in the rural municipality of Yélékébougou in 
western Mali. In the paper I first place the idea of participation as a means of promoting citizenship 
within the context of the water governance debate, before describing the policy context in Mali, the 
case study area and the research methodology used. I then use the case study results to explore the 
realities of community participation in Yélékébougou, firstly in relation to ideas of promoting 
citizenship, and secondly regarding the promotion of paying for water. 

                                                           
1
 Throughout this article I use the phrase 'capacity-development' in inverted commas to imply that I do not assume that these 

initiatives do necessarily develop capacity in the ways they are intended to, if at all. 
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DRINKING WATER GOVERNANCE: PARTICIPATION, CITIZENSHIP AND PAYING 

In recent years, there has been belated international recognition that the key problems in achieving 
access to water and sanitation2 for the poor are institutional and political rather than technical. 
Furthermore, reform of water services can have wider impacts on governance, given the relationship 
between water and social power (UNDP, 2006). The idea of 'governance' is used to conceptualise "the 
emerging network of relationships between different sectors and interests … *which+ provide new ways 
for society to order itself and manage its affairs" (Franks and Cleaver, 2007). For water governance, this 
includes "the range of political, social, economic and administrative systems that are in place to develop 
and manage water resources, and the delivery of water services, at different levels of society" (Rogers 
and Hall, 2003). Water governance and its wider implications are now seen as "critical … but an 
enormous challenge" (Plummer and Slaymaker, 2007). Tropp (2007) identifies the key current themes 
in water governance as complexity and diversity of actors, and new forms of decision making through 
decentralisation, public-private partnerships, and networks across different scales. 

Analytical frameworks proposed for approaching water governance problems (e.g. Plummer and 
Slaymaker, 2007; Franks and Cleaver, 2007) highlight the need for detailed analysis at local levels to 
understand the different perspectives and roles of multiple stakeholders in water and sanitation 
(Mehta et al., 2007). Key questions have emerged about how water governance works at the 
community level and how it can be supported to benefit the poor (Cleaver et al., 2005), particularly in 
relation to the potential of local participation (Cleaver and Toner, 2005, 2006). In the history of ideas of 
participatory development there has been a general shift in thinking amongst development 
practitioners from project-based 'participation in development' (Hickey and Mohan, 2004) towards 
participation as a crucial element of citizenship and improved governance more widely; the promotion 
of citizenship is now a common aspect of development interventions by external agencies (Hickey, 
2010). 

This paper is concerned with how participatory approaches to water governance instigated or 
influenced by NGO interventions may lead to longer-term opportunities for 'participatory citizenship' 
(Gaventa, 2002). Here I acknowledge the wide variety of conceptualisations of citizenship that exist, 
such as Gaventa’s (2002) distinction between the liberal, communitarian and civic republican traditions. 
Broadly, liberal theories focus on universal rights granted to individuals by the state. Communitarian 
understandings place more emphasis on social relations and the role of the individual within a 
community. Civic republican thought prioritises people’s identities as active citizens participating in 
communal affairs and taking a more direct role in deliberative democracy than the representative 
political systems emphasised by liberal thought (Gaventa, 2002). Activities for promoting citizenship 
may relate to more than one of these dimensions, although current development interventions often 
focus on people as active citizens, with participation therefore a key component (for example, Green, 
2008).  

WaterAid’s Global Strategy 2009-2015 demonstrates an understanding of citizenship which includes 
both liberal and civic republican aspects, stating that WaterAid will help the poor "to demand their 
rights to water, hygiene and sanitation services", "to influence *the services’+ delivery" and "to take 
responsibility for developing and maintaining [the services]" (WaterAid, 2009). Similarly, WaterAid’s 
Citizens’ Action approach supports citizens in claiming their rights to water and sanitation services, 
typically through collective action by communities to lobby service providers (WaterAid, 2006a, 2008b). 
In West Africa, WaterAid’s key approach is called the Local Millennium Development Goal Initiative, a 
strategy of working closely with decentralised local governments to improve the provision of water and 
sanitation. This includes "empowering citizens" to "be engaged in planning and monitoring" and 
"resource decisions and accountability" (WaterAid, 2008a). The approach of 'citizen engagement' 

                                                           
2
 The current literature on water governance treats sanitation either as a separate issue, or one that is intrinsically related to 

water provision. This article focuses on drinking water governance because of Mali’s particular initiatives on this subject. 
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through "capacity building and grassroots advocacy to stimulate community participation in decision 
making" is also stated in WaterAid’s country strategy for Mali (WaterAid, 2010). 

Hickey (2010) notes the sceptical point of view to this trend of promoting citizenship, that it is a 
process which aims to turn poor people into citizens who are active in their community and the market, 
but fails to address the underlying causes of poverty. However, others argue that such initiatives for the 
promotion of citizenship can actually open the space for more progressive debates (Ferguson, 2007). 
Existing literature on Mali disagrees on whether the promotion of citizenship by external interveners is 
progressive or not. Smith (2001) considers the extent of international influence on democratisation and 
ideas of citizenship in Mali, and concludes that many features of Malian traditional society already 
"encourage norms consistent with democratic citizenship", and that the concept of participatory 
citizenship promoted is not solely an imported construct. In contrast, Sears (2007) argues that this view 
is an example of how the elite ruling classes in Mali, including international NGOs, seek to highlight the 
apparent ways in which existing Malian social norms and ideas of citizenship match democratic 
participation, to promote a particular neoliberal form of democracy. To understand what is really 
promoted as citizenship, a detailed understanding of particular cases is needed, particularly concerning 
the forms and effects of participation that emerge. 

Recent work on governance and participation has used the idea of 'spaces' of participation as an 
analytical tool to explore the ability of different people and groups to participate and influence others 
(e.g. Cornwall, 2002, 2004; Gaventa, 2004). 'Invited spaces' are those to which citizens are 'invited' to 
participate (Cornwall, 2002), typically by NGOs or government as part of interventions designed to 
develop citizenship. In the water sector, these may include community-level water management 
committees and municipal water user associations (WUAs). 'Claimed/created spaces' include examples 
such as self-initiated women’s groups (Gaventa, 2004). Other spaces may be a hybrid of different types. 
Previous research for WaterAid on community participation in water governance (Newbourne, 2005) 
has employed the concept of 'spaces for participation' in analysing the effect of government policy on 
the engagement of national civil society in Asia. 

It is crucial for NGOs such as WaterAid to understand how their activities affect local participation. 
Previous case studies have highlighted the importance of the role played by external agencies in 
influencing community participation in water governance (e.g. Cleaver and Toner, 2005, 2006). The 
influence of external interveners is particularly relevant given that some of the most prominent 
critiques of participation as an approach to development have centred on the idea of facilitators of 
participatory processes creating a 'tyranny' of control (Cooke and Kothari, 2001), a possibility relevant 
to the wider issue of the involvement of external organisations in promoting participation and 
citizenship. 

NGOs often frame their interventions in terms of 'capacity-development' of bodies which are 
intended to act as spaces for participation and promoting citizenship. For example, at community 
levels, WaterAid states that its focus is on 'capacity-development' to enable increased public 
participation in planning, implementing and monitoring water and sanitation projects. Capacity is seen 
as "the ability of organisations and societies to perform functions, solve problems and to set and 
achieve goals" (IRC, 2006). Capacity-development in the water sector covers three broad areas (Franks, 
1999; World Water Forum, 2009): the capabilities of individuals, the 'enabling environment', and 
institutional development. The first and last of these relate to community participation as promoted by 
NGOs, typically using training programmes aimed at individuals, and support to the development of 
local institutions. The enabling environment refers to policy, legislation and regulation, and so is usually 
addressed by NGOs through advocacy and lobbying and is not the focus of this paper. Recent 
reflections on capacity-development in community water and sanitation argue that current initiatives 
rarely move beyond project-based training activities, which are time-limited and driven by the 
(external) supplier (World Water Forum, 2009); there is a need for better understandings of the 
perspectives of local participants themselves. 
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More detailed critiques have questioned the beliefs that 'institutional design' (Cornwall, 2004) and 
'getting the institutions right' (Nemarundwe and Kozanayi, 2003) are appropriate and achievable goals 
for external actors wishing to help create new participatory spaces and promote citizenship. Instead, 
the concept of 'institutional bricolage' (Cleaver, 2002; Cornwall, 2004; Sehring, 2009) has been 
proposed to describe the way that institutions commonly emerge as a mixture of socially embedded 
(based on particular social and cultural practices) and bureaucratic (based on more formalised 
beginnings and structures) (Cleaver, 2002). This idea attempts to avoid the false dichotomy of 
portraying institutions as explicitly 'formal' or 'informal' and highlights the important roles of both local 
participants and intervening individuals and organisations in shaping, but perhaps not 'designing', water 
governance. 

Based on a study of natural resources management in Tanzania, Cleaver (2002) identifies three 
aspects of institutional bricolage. Firstly, the 'bricoleurs' (those individuals who are key in shaping 
institutions) have multiple and changing identities; it is insufficient to characterise people by simple 
categories such as their gender or main livelihood. Secondly, the process of bricolage makes institutions 
likely to have multiple purposes, in contrast to the single-purpose bodies that are usually intended by 
interveners (Manor, 2004), because of the way new activities are co-opted onto existing bodies. Thirdly, 
Cleaver argues that embedded social values usually lead to non-confrontational ways of solving 
conflicts rather than the need for open confrontation and sanctions suggested by conventional 
institutional theory. 

Finally, the issue of paying for water is also relevant to the debate on participation and citizenship in 
water governance. Expecting users to pay the direct costs of operation and maintenance (O&M) is now 
considered necessary in most contexts in rural sub-Saharan Africa to achieve sustainability of 
community water services (Harvey and Reed, 2004). This perceived need for communities to contribute 
to the costs of their water supplies has its origin in global policies regarding water as an economic good 
that emerged in the late 1980s (Katko, 1990). Allen et al. (2006) use case studies of water supply in peri-
urban areas to examine how this trend of the poor being considered as consumers interacts with the 
citizenship aspect of water governance. Although their focus is mostly on the narrower elements of 
citizenship (claiming the right to water from the state), they begin to consider the link to collective 
action and participation in decision making, and argue that this could be a way for the poor to express 
their rights as citizens rather than solely being paying consumers of water. However, Jaglin (2002) takes 
a more critical view in another peri-urban case study, arguing that the promotion of participation can 
become a form of passing on costs from water companies to the poor. In Jaglin’s example, participation 
is seen as a way of forcing users to undertake unpaid work to make up for their lack of cash, rather than 
a more progressive form of promoting citizenship. 

THE MALI CONTEXT, CASE STUDY AREA AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In addition to needing significant improvements in water provision – official estimates suggest that only 
50-70% of the population has access to safe drinking water (WaterAid, 2005; WHO/UNICEF JMP, 2008a, 
2008b) – Mali is an important case study within debates on water and governance due to the country’s 
political context of gradual and ongoing decentralisation and the new forms of water governance 
intended to result from this. A series of decentralisation laws in the 1990s culminated in the creation of 
703 communes (municipalities) in Mali, the lowest level of constitutional government (Doumbia, 2009), 
each composed of villages or small urban neighbourhoods. Municipalities are led by democratically 
elected councils, who elect a mayor from among the councillors. Above the communes, there are 49 
cercles and 8 regions, each headed by members who are elected from the councils of the level of 
government immediately below (Le Bay and Loquai, 2008). 

The status of decentralised government in Mali is of particular concern to the water sector because 
responsibility for the provision of basic public services has now passed to the municipalities. This 
specifically includes provision of drinking water, in accordance with the legal requirements set out in 
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the Water Code of 2002 (République du Mali, 2002). One of the key challenges identified for 
decentralised governance in Mali is the slow transfer of financial and technical resources from central 
to local government (Djiré, 2004; DANIDA, 2006; Le Bay and Loquai, 2008; Doumbia, 2009), resulting in 
NGOs such as WaterAid and its partners supporting the provision of public services at local levels. 
WaterAid in Mali works through local NGO partners, and is also beginning to work directly with 
municipal governments. This support is focussed on 'capacity-development' at local government and 
community levels to enable effective planning, financing and operation of equitable water and 
sanitation services. This 'capacity-development' involves the NGO partners of WaterAid in Mali creating 
and supporting village-level Water Management Committees (WMCs) for the "management of water 
and sanitation facilities and social mobilisation, to achieve sustainable work [and] governance at 
community level" (WaterAid Mali, 2008). Committees are intended to have balanced representation 
from men and women and to act as a space for decision making on water issues at village level, as well 
as collecting payments from users to cover O&M costs. Representatives of the committee of each 
village are also required to form a municipal water user association (WUA) which should represent 
users to the municipal council and other actors such as NGOs, and consider issues of access to water 
across the municipality as a whole, not just in individual communities. This can include pooling 
revenues collected from different villages to create a municipal-level maintenance fund. Once such 
institutions are in place, most capacity-development takes the form of training sessions which explain 
the roles and responsibilities of different actors, and discuss how different institutions can promote 
participation and help contribute to increased access to water. For members of Water Management 
Committees and WUAs, this also includes training sessions on hygiene promotion and the mobilisation 
of financial resources for O&M of water infrastructure. 

In Mali, the Water Code was developed in line with the global policy consensus of cost recovery 
from users, and states that access to public water services must be paid for. In rural and semiurban 
areas, there should be partial recovery of the investment costs and full recovery of operating costs, if 
possible (République du Mali, 2002). Official policy from the National Department of Hydraulic 
Infrastructure is more specific: users should pay for maintenance, management, replacing parts less 
than 20 years old, monitoring, and any relevant taxes. However, a maximum rate is set for the first 
20,000 litres per month consumed by a household as a 'social tariff'.3 There is scope for different price-
setting and payment mechanisms within the national policy guidelines, either monthly tariffs or 
payment per volume collected. In reality, there is also a wide range of payment practices which fall 
outside official policies. 

The research was undertaken in three villages (Fansiracoro, Guily and Yélékébougou) in the rural 
municipality of Yélékébougou, Mali. The municipality is centred on a large village, also called 
Yélékébougou, situated about 50 km away from the capital of Mali, Bamako, on the main (tarmac) road 
towards the town of Kayes. Yélékébougou commune is part of the cercle of Kati and the region of 
Koulikoro. The commune comprises 17 villages and 11,134 inhabitants,4 91% of whom are from the 
Bambara ethnic group (the main ethnic group in Mali) with the remainder made up of Peul and Malinké 
(République du Mali, 2008). The livelihoods of almost 90% of the population are based around 
agriculture or pastoralism. Less than 40% of boys and 30% of girls aged 6 to 15 years regularly attend 
school (ibid). Surveys suggest that only 30-45% of the population of Yélékébougou uses safe drinking 
water, below the national average for Mali (WaterAid, 2005; République du Mali, 2008; WHO/UNICEF 
JMP, 2008a 2008b). WaterAid has been working in the Yélékébougou commune through its local NGO 
partner AMEPPE since 2005. 

The main research methods used were semi-structured and narrative interviews because of the 
subjective viewpoints and interpretations being sought (Silverman, 2005; Flick, 2006). Prior to individual 

                                                           
3
 This maximum tariff is 500 CFA (about 1 US$) per 1000 litres, i.e. about 10 CFA (0.02 US$) for a 20 litre bucket (DNH, 2007). 

4
 Population figures used by the municipality do not include children (under the age of 16 years). Total figures including 

children are estimated to be about 50% higher than those quoted. 
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interviews, focus groups were conducted with WMCs, sanitation committees and women’s associations 
to introduce the research to the community and help identify key themes for further discussion in 
individual interviews (Loftus, 2005; Beazley and Ennew, 2006).  

Local categorisations of poverty and well-being were originally intended to be determined through 
participatory methods, which could then be used for purposive sampling of individual interviewees 
according to wealth as well as gender (Cleaver and Toner, 2005, 2006). At the time of the field work, 
AMEPPE was already facilitating discussions to categorise multiple levels of poverty using indicators 
determined by the group. However, this proved almost impossible. Participants only agreed on two 
broad levels of wealth: 'rich' (access to food, water, sanitation, education and health) and 'poor' (lack of 
access to these). I decided not to attempt a similar exercise in the study villages in case this jeopardised 
my ongoing relationships with the villagers and AMEPPE. Instead, I relied on the interpretations of the 
'gatekeeper' in each village to identify the one or two 'rich' families in each community. This less-
nuanced insight into wealth and therefore its influence on participation was one of the key limitations 
of the methodology. Its relevance to the research results and analysis is discussed in the next section. 

The field research took place over 6 weeks: 5 in May-June 2009 and 1 of follow-up visits in 
September 2010. Overall, six focus groups were conducted: three each in Guily and Fansiracoro. These 
were held with the WMCs, the sanitation committee and a women’s association in each village. 
Altogether 62 semi-structured interviews were performed, 49 taking place at village level. Eight 
interviews were also performed with members of local government and associated commune-level 
committees, and five interviews with staff from WaterAid and AMEPPE. Interview notes were later 
coded and analysed with the help of qualitative analysis software. 

'PARTICIPATION AS CITIZENSHIP' 

In this section I discuss what the field research shows in relation to the theme of participation as an 
element of improved governance: 'participation as citizenship'. I examine the forms of participation 
that exist regarding water governance, and find that the immediate concern of the council and NGOs is 
the promotion of paying for water, because lack of payment for O&M appears to be the key obstacle to 
sustainable access to water, and the government and NGOs work according to international policies of 
seeking cost recovery from users. However, as a means of promoting payment for water, they are using 
forms of participation which were originally intended to promote citizenship. Therefore, in the 
subsequent section of this article I consider the issues surrounding this idea of 'participation as 
payment' and what this form of participation entails. 

Governance of handpumps: WMCs and alternatives 

The two most common sources of drinking water used in the case study villages are handpumps fitted 
to drilled boreholes (usually constructed by a private contractor with funding provided by an NGO) and 
traditional shallow wells (hand-dug by members of the community). Traditional hand-dug wells are 
typically used by members of the same family, so the analysis here focuses on handpumps as an 
example of a common property resource whose governance supposedly involves wider community 
participation. 

However, despite the involvement of AMEPPE, no handpump in the three villages is managed by a 
WMC in the form imagined by WaterAid. The two handpumps in Fansiracoro are the only ones 
managed by a committee which has specific responsibility for water management in the community. 
The two handpumps in Guily and the seven in Yélékébougou are each managed by one or two 
individuals. Even though nominating one individual for day-to-day overseeing the pump might be 
expected, in these cases there was no wider committee in place for decision making. Reasons for these 
people assuming responsibility included: living near the handpump, being identified as trustworthy by 
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the village chief, or being members of a committee which already existed for another purpose, such as 
managing the school, clinic or market. 

This highlights the difficulty for NGOs of 'institutional engineering' (Nemarundwe and Kozanayi, 
2003): creating new resource management committees or structures in a community without sufficient 
consideration of existing forms of governance. The only functioning WMC, in Fansiracoro, had already 
been set up in a similar form by the community before AMEPPE worked in the village, emerging from 
the traditional agricultural association typical of a rural Malian community (Jonckers, 1994), which in 
this case had been given additional responsibilities by the village chief. However, members of the WMC 
feel that AMEPPE’s 'official' endorsement lends further legitimacy to the committee’s activities. This 
highlights the processes of 'institutional bricolage' that can take place in blending a socially embedded 
structure with new elements of formalisation. However, Cleaver (2002) observes in Tanzania that 
legitimacy of the new institutions emerging from institutional bricolage usually derived unconsciously 
from their association with traditional norms. This case in Mali illustrates that the process can also 
occur in the other direction: the new 'official' aspect of increased formalisation by an NGO can add 
extra legitimacy to a traditional association. 

Despite the addition of the more formal status endowed by an NGO, the WMC does not function 
according to the wishes of WaterAid and AMEPPE. In particular, women are listed on the official 
membership of the WMC but are not considered to be part of the committee and play no role in 
decision making (see also Sultana, 2009). Also, WMCs are intended to serve each village, but, except in 
Fansiracoro, management was based around each handpump. 

Local understandings of the role of WMCs, and the effects of 'capacity-development' 

It emerged in interviews that community members and those who are on WMCs themselves view the 
promotion of hygiene as the primary function of WMCs. However, just as many community members 
simply did not know what the WMC was or what it did. This suggests that awareness has not spread as 
widely as hoped for but is also a reflection on the general lack of functioning committees. Members of 
WMCs and those who were part of the council or other commune-level bodies see a further role of the 
WMC as collecting money for O&M of handpumps. 

This focus on the promotion of hygiene can partly be explained by the 'capacity-development' 
initiatives run by AMEPPE and aimed at members of WMCs, training sessions which include sections on 
hygiene promotion, the mobilisation of financial resources for maintenance of water infrastructure 
(intended to be from users paying monthly tariffs or per volume collected at the water point), and how 
the roles of committee members relate to participation of the wider community. The hygiene 
promotion aspects of the training become the most publicly visible face of WMC members because this 
is the easiest role for them to perform in their communities: it involves simply telling other people that 
they should collect, transport and store water hygienically. The other roles for which WMC members 
receive training – raising money and promoting participation – are more difficult to achieve. 

Other forms of 'participation as citizenship' at village and commune levels 

Since WMCs do little to promote wider participation of the community, here I explore what insights can 
be drawn from other forms of participation, at the level of both the village and the municipality. It is 
also helpful to consider how types of participation differ in order to highlight the structural and agency 
factors influencing participation in community activities in general and water governance in particular 
(Cleaver and Toner, 2005, 2006; Franks and Cleaver, 2007; Plummer and Slaymaker, 2007). To help 
analyse types of participation and possible influences on participation, Cleaver and Toner (2005) 
developed a "typology of participation in collective activity" based on a community-based water 
management study of a village in rural Tanzania. They identified four types of participation: livelihood 
(no participation in formal civil activities); social (e.g. religious or social groups); public participation 
(e.g. the Village Council, school board or political committees), and leadership (e.g. Village Chairman, 
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religious leaders, or the water committee). Here I consider these as increasing levels of 'participation as 
citizenship'. 

The main forms of participation in activities other than water governance described by the research 
participants in this study were: village-wide women’s associations; associations of men or women from 
the same family; other family or trade associations, such as blacksmiths; other committees to liaise with 
NGOs, such as sanitation or erosion committees; farmers’ groups, and young people’s associations. 
However, these typically blur the three categories of livelihoods, social and public participation because 
associational activity in rural Mali continues to be influenced strongly by its roots in traditional 
agricultural associations organised according to gender and family (Jonckers, 1994). This straddling of 
categories illustrates the socially embedded nature of most forms of participation and highlights the 
difficulty for NGOs in Mali of promoting spaces of public participation, such as WMCs, that do not 
necessarily have their roots in previous social participation. The most important 'spaces' of participation 
at community level are those where decisions are made on behalf of the village. This 'leadership' 
category of participation (Cleaver and Toner, 2005) in Fansiracoro and Guily is primarily composed of 
the traditional village chief and his advisors, the most senior male family chiefs. 

At the commune level, three other key spaces of participation exist for water and sanitation: the 
communal council, the WUA and the 'platform'. Under the legislation of decentralisation and the Water 
Code, elected councils hold overall responsibility for provision of drinking water in the commune but 
must delegate operational management to more specialised bodies (République du Mali, 2002). In rural 
areas, it is intended that the operator in each municipality is a legally constituted WUA, composed of 
representatives from each village in the municipality, which represents users to the municipal council 
and manages the existing water supply infrastructure. This management aspect is supposed to entail 
collecting at least some revenues from the users in each village which can be pooled to create a 
municipal-level maintenance fund, built up over a number of years. This enables risk to be shared in the 
case of an expensive repair being needed which could be beyond the means of the users of that water 
point alone.  

In the municipality of Yélékébougou, the WUA was initiated by AMEPPE in 2006. However, the 
Association has not achieved official legal status because those nominated to be members have never 
gathered to sign the relevant paperwork. Instead, the WUA barely functions, formally or informally. 
Although there are potential benefits of a functioning WUA which could link water system financing and 
maintenance across villages, and provide a means of representation for water users to the council and 
other actors, there is no history of water governance acting across these levels in the commune so 
there is no socially embedded structure which the WUA could build on. The WUA has also received 
limited support from AMEPPE to move beyond this stage, so it is difficult to assess whether this attempt 
at 'institutional engineering' could overcome the apparent mismatch with existing levels of governance 
if there was more support from NGOs. With no structured membership system of the WUA, the 
opportunities for community members to express views at a municipal level are instead via the village 
chiefs and WMCs. In fact, some councillors and AMEPPE staff think that the WUA’s representative role 
should be more in the other direction: persuading the public to accept the 'need' to pay for water 
because people are seen as more likely to listen to other water users than to the council. This highlights 
the phenomenon of institutions which on paper promote participation as citizenship being used in 
reality more for promoting payment for water. I discuss this idea of 'participation as payment' further in 
the next section. 

In addition, WaterAid’s local partner NGOs across Mali have recently begun to help communal 
councils set up further 'platforms', which take the form of a subcommittee to promote dialogue and 
transparency between water users, service providers, and the communal council, in particular for the 
planning and financing of new water supply facilities (a different role to the WUAs’ responsibility for 
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existing water services).5 The platform is designed to help the water users and the communal council 
check on the activities of the service provider by promoting dialogue between the different actors. 
However in most rural areas the intended service provider is itself a WUA, which should already enable 
the participation of users in decisions and have a legal contract with the council. Therefore, there is 
some overlap between the role of the WUA and the platform. The platform in the municipality of 
Yélékébougou was set up by AMEPPE and the council in 2008 to "act as an interface between the 
commune council, populations and service providers to resolve problems related to the access of water 
and sanitation services" (Plateforme Locale de Concertation de Yélékébougou, 2008). The platform 
consists of nine members selected to represent a number of stakeholders (such as the council, women, 
young people and water users). At the time of this research, the platform had agreed its statutes, and 
been involved in helping organise, with AMEPPE and the council, annual public hearing days for citizens 
to come and ask questions to council members about public services in the commune. Therefore, the 
'institutional engineering' of the platform seems to have had more effect than the attempts to create 
the WUA in Yélékébougou; however, this may be due to the close support given to the platform by 
AMEPPE in organising the public hearing days. It is unsure yet what activities the platform will pursue 
independently.  

Factors influencing 'participation as citizenship' 

The interviews and focus groups showed that the ability of individuals to engage in the forms of 
'participation as citizenship' described was affected by four key structural factors (age, level of 
education or literacy, gender and geographic location), agency factors, and 'capacity-development' 
from AMEPPE. 

The first key structural factor affecting participation as citizenship is a person’s age. Being among the 
eldest in a family, association or village can help people into positions of leadership in participation (e.g. 
advisors to the village chief, president of women’s association, chief of the village). However, age can 
also exclude people from forms of participation, for example when they become too old to work and 
therefore cannot pay the membership fees for entry into women’s associations or work as part of 
farming associations. Young people’s associations remain significant opportunities for participation, as 
is traditional in Mali (Jonckers, 1994). However, younger people still tend to defer leadership and 
decision making to the more elderly in the village, since Mali is considered a gerontocratic society 
(Harris, 2006). 

Secondly, an individual’s level of literacy has a significant influence on his/her ability to participate as 
a leader or on public committees, in particular those where they act as a liaison with NGOs. AMEPPE 
requires that 'relays' (people from a WMC nominated as the main liaison with AMEPPE) are literate 
enough to record simple household data from their villages and return the information to the NGO. This 
excludes many people from the role and reduces the opportunities for women to participate because 
women in general receive less education than men in Mali. 

Gender has been widely noted as an important factor influencing participation, particularly in rural 
water governance (e.g. Cleaver, 1999, 2000; Cleaver and Toner, 2005, 2006; Singh, 2008; Sultana, 
2009). In all three villages studied, activities and responsibilities concerning access to water are divided 
by gender: women fetch water for domestic purposes and keep pumps clean; men dig wells, fix pumps 
and collect water for animals or for making mud bricks. The gendered roles were used by research 
participants to explain why women were not part of WMCs (despite being listed on the official record of 
the committee), because it is the job of men (and the committee) to bring water 'to the village', but the 
task of women task to bring it 'to the home'. 'Participatory exclusions' (Sultana, 2009) such as this mean 

                                                           
5
 In general, the actual construction of new infrastructure should be performed by a contractor commissioned to do so by the 

communal council via a legal agreement (in a similar arrangement to the way the council is supposed to contract the WUA for 
ongoing operation of infrastructure). The role of the platform for new infrastructure is to promote the wider participation of 
water users and other stakeholders in decisions on what infrastructure is built and where. 
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that women’s ability to participate is severely reduced even when the NGO or local government 
considers them as 'officially' included. 

Finally, geographic location is an important structural factor affecting people’s ability to participate. 
The commune of Yélékébougou is officially composed of 17 villages, but many villages are partly made 
up of smaller hamlets. Some community members living in the hamlets of Guily and Fansiracoro 
complained that they were often left uninformed by village chiefs or those participating in decision 
making in the main village. In addition to this, it can be time-consuming and difficult for those living in 
villages outside the central village of Yélékébougou to participate in commune-level meetings and 
events because of the need to travel up to 20 km, often on foot. 

Additionally, wealth has previously been identified as an important structural factor in explaining 
participation in collective activity and water management in Mali (Gleitsmann et al., 2007) and other 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Cleaver and Toner, 2005). Given the methodological difficulties already 
described, a detailed exploration of the influence of wealth on participation was not possible during this 
study.  

Ideas of agency such as responsibility, duty and a desire to help their community were all 
motivations expressed by participants in this research, highlighting the way that participation is also 
shaped by personal motivations and responses to particular structural opportunities and constraints 
(Cleaver and Toner, 2005). As Cleaver and Toner noted, the ability to draw on linking social capital (e.g. 
Halpern, 2005), in particular by using connections to external development organisations, has a 
significant influence on a person’s ability to participate. However, in this study an individual’s social 
capital is affected structurally by their level of education because NGOs prefer to work with more 
literate representatives if possible. Structural factors seem a greater constraint than the opportunities 
emerging from motivated agency. 

As previously discussed, the 'capacity-development' from AMEPPE at village level takes the form of 
setting up WMCs and then providing training sessions for some members of WMCs on the promotion of 
hygiene, mobilising financial resources, and promoting participation of the community. While this has 
had some effect on the promotion of hygiene, it does not seem to have helped promote wider 
participation of community members. Like the training sessions for WMCs, 'capacity-development' 
initiatives aimed at commune-level groups target both individual capability and institutional 
development. Training on hygiene and water treatment was provided for members of the WUA, with 
attempts at institutional development made by AMEPPE in drawing up the official statutes, even 
though the statutes have yet to be signed. Therefore 'capacity-development' via the WUA has had little 
effect on participation. AMEPPE’s work supporting the platform in organising public hearing days with 
the council has been more successful, although this form of participation is still limited for most people 
by the factors described above, in particular geographic distance from the commune’s central village of 
Yélékébougou, where these events are held. 

Key outcomes in terms of sustainability and equity of water access 

The immediate practical measure of the success of the forms of participation discussed so far (apart 
from their possible longer-term influences on citizenship) is whether sustainable and equitable access 
to drinking water is achieved. Although sustainability is considered to include technical, institutional 
and environmental aspects of the water supply (Schouten and Moriarty, 2003), the key indicator of 
sustainability of a handpump system, in this case supposed to be the WMCs and WUA, is a combination 
of technical and institutional: whether the handpump is maintained in good working order and 
breakdowns are repaired promptly. Four out of eleven of the handpumps studied were broken at the 
time of the research in May-June 2009 and five were broken during the follow-up in September 2010. 
Overall, seven of the eleven handpumps were broken for periods of several months between May 2009 
and September 2010; three handpumps worked without any breakdown throughout the period; and 
one other had a minor breakdown. About one-third of handpumps throughout Mali are estimated to be 
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broken (WaterAid, 2006b). Wider estimates from countries in sub-Saharan Africa suggest failure rates 
of 30% to 60% (Harvey and Reed, 2007). Therefore, it appears that the functionality level of handpumps 
in the research area can be considered typical of rural water systems in Mali and possibly of sub-
Saharan Africa more widely. However, it is important to note that this is still a relative 'snapshot' of the 
pump status, and there is a current lack of detailed information on downtime for water systems and the 
effect this has on individuals’ access to water. However, the outcome for access to water cannot be 
considered sustainable, even given the lack of more detailed data. 

In terms of equity, various factors are likely to cause differences in the ability of individuals to access 
water, including the structural issues affecting participation such as age and gender. However, 
geographic location is currently the most important issue affecting equity of access in the areas studied, 
both directly and indirectly via its influence on participation. The clearest example of this is the 
situation regarding the older of the two handpumps in Guily. The pump is located outside the main 
village of Guily, nearer the hamlet of Maribougou, and so is normally the main source of water for those 
living in the hamlet. However, since Guily now has a new pump close to the main village, the 
inhabitants there do not need to use the old pump, which was becoming unreliable. Instead, the village 
chief from the main part of Guily and his advisors made the decision to lock the old pump and nominate 
a keyholder to minimise its use and the likelihood of damage, hoping to prolong its lifespan without 
paying for more repairs. However it can be difficult to find the keyholder because he is often working or 
away from his home. In addition, some people in the hamlet of Maribougou had been poorly informed: 
they thought that the old pump was broken and this was the reason for it being locked and apparently 
out of use. So inhabitants of the hamlet are using well water for drinking, which they consider to be of 
lower quality than the pumped water. 

Overall, the key problem is that handpumps frequently break down and there is often insufficient 
organisation or financing at either community level (from the WMCs organising user fees) or commune 
level (the WUA) to pay for maintenance and repairs. The effect on access to drinking water for 
individuals varies, especially according to geographic location and the existence/location of alternative 
sources. The village of Fansiracoro is currently more successful at maintaining handpumps than the 
villages of Guily or Yélékébougou. Taking these observations together, it is clear that the current 
systems for supplying drinking water from handpumps are neither sustainable nor equitable. The 
response to this problem from AMEPPE and the council appears to be using the institutions which were 
originally intended to promote participation as citizenship to focus more on these bodies’ other 
objective of promoting paying for water, in an attempt to address the lack of local financing. The next 
section will explore this idea of 'participation as payment' in more detail. 

'PARTICIPATION AS PAYMENT' 

Here I examine the different ways in which people actually pay for water in the three villages studied, 
showing that the policy imperative for communities to pay for water and the practical need to finance 
O&M are being addressed through attempts to promote 'participation as payment' rather than the 
more widely-stated aim of 'participation as citizenship'. I use 'participation as payment' to mean that 
the forms of participation originally intended to promote citizenship are now being used primarily to 
promote paying for water, in line with their function of fund-raising for O&M. Ultimately, neither form 
of participation is currently leading to the desired effects of sustainable and equitable access to water 
and democratic decentralisation. However, it is difficult to assess the actual prospects for promoting 
citizenship in the case study because the emphasis on payment promoted by these institutions is 
stronger than the promotion of citizenship participation.   
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'Participation as payment' in practice 

As described in the context and discussed in relation to capacity-development of WMCs and the WUA, 
the mechanisms promoted in policy for cost recovery are payment by users via monthly tariffs or per 
volume collected at the water point. In reality, the forms of payment promoted vary in the different 
villages and at different handpumps. In Fansiracoro, the WMC organises men to participate in days of 
weekly collective farming in the rainy season. The payment they receive from the landowner (typically 
5000 CFA6 for a day of farming) is put in the WMC 'account' for maintenance of the two handpumps in 
the village. Over the rainy season the total collection is about 50,000 CFA. However, this is often not 
enough to last all year and pay for all breakdowns, so people are also asked to pay up to 500 CFA each 
while collecting money for a breakdown. 

In Guily, different payment policies are in place for the two different handpumps in the village, 
broadly based on the idea that people should pay more for higher volumes of water. The older of the 
two handpumps is kept locked and people must find the keyholder to unlock it when they want to take 
water. Prices are set at 50 CFA for an oil drum of water (i.e. for the larger amounts needed for making 
mud bricks or for watering animals, rather than solely for drinking water for human consumption). 
However, some people have also paid for smaller amounts. Collections also take place when repairs are 
needed (25 CFA upwards per person). In reality, the pump is hardly used because it is locked and people 
think it is broken or cannot find the keyholder. Only 7500 CFA had been collected, which was thought 
by the keyholder to be sufficient only for very minor repairs. At the new handpump in Guily, no 
payment is charged. According to the members of the water management committee, this is because 
the Italian NGO who installed it said that it was free for the village. The committee said that it intends 
to organise collections if repairs are needed. However, this new handpump broke down during the first 
period of the field research, and was still broken in late 2010, with no plan in place for collecting money 
for a repair. 

In the village of Yélékébougou, 'participation as payment' for drinking water has been promoted to 
an extent (partly by those managing pumps directly, and partly by members of the council). At three 
pumps, those managing the handpumps had tried to implement similar arrangements to those in Guily 
where people pay when they need large quantities of water, for non-drinking purposes. However in 
practice these systems are not enforced – no users pay for drinking water and very few pay for non-
drinking uses of water. 

None of the payment systems observed is sufficient to sustain the O&M costs of the handpump. The 
closest to achieving this goal are the two handpumps in Fansiracoro. None of the systems takes the 
form of regular tariffs or point-of-collection payments that are the methods preferred by government 
and NGO policy, and promoted by AMEPPE through the training sessions for WMCs. 

The community of Fansiracoro is more successful at raising money for O&M for two key reasons: a 
greater dependence on water from handpumps than in the other villages, and a more active and 
effective WMC. In most of Fansiracoro there is hard rock relatively close to the surface of the ground so 
it is difficult to dig traditional wells to a depth sufficient to obtain water. Therefore, if one of the 
handpumps breaks down there is a strong incentive to ensure it can be repaired as soon as possible 
because there is little alternative. Schouten and Moriarty (2003) note a similar example of high cost 
recovery where alternative water sources are scarce in a case study from South Africa.  

The second reason for greater success in Fansiracoro is the way the WMC has formed from a process 
of 'institutional bricolage' to create a group which combines traditional strengths of collective action 
with a new purpose of raising money for the operation of water supplies. As previously discussed, the 
process of 'institutional bricolage' in this case has also led to a traditional group gaining further 
legitimacy through the endorsement of an NGO, in contrast to the observations of Cleaver from a case 
study in Tanzania where legitimacy tended to be conferred by the traditional roots of institutions which 
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 460 CFA (West Africa Franc) = 1 US$ (United States Dollar) in June 2009. 
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had formed by bricolage. In this Mali case study, while the 'social embeddedness' (Cleaver, 2002) of the 
system appears an advantage in the practical sense of fund-raising and promoting participation as 
payment, it can also reproduce existing gender divisions and therefore is less effective at developing 
participation as citizenship. 

The village of Guily highlights the struggle between traditional decision making and externally 
initiated activity. Instead of a process of bricolage leading to compromise of different institutional 
possibilities as observed by Cleaver, there is conflict as described previously between the family chiefs 
making decisions based more on the needs of the main village than on the nearby hamlet, while 
AMEPPE seeks to promote more equitable arrangements via a WMC. Again, this is an example of the 
difficulty of institutional engineering where creating a new form of governance would mean existing 
forms losing some of their powers. Here, the WMC does not function except for two men who raise 
awareness of hygiene issues among the villagers. Participation as payment occurred briefly when 
people from the nearby hamlet paid for water from the old pump for a short time. However, they were 
not able to participate in decision making because of the lack of a functioning WMC to enable 
participation as citizenship. In fact, the residents of the hamlet were excluded from decision making 
regarding payment and locking of the pump to the extent that people in the hamlet do not think that it 
is possible to use the pump at all. Yet the motivation to change this is much lower than in Fansiracoro, 
because the hamlets around Guily have better access to traditional wells and so there is less 
dependence and incentive for being part of an ongoing institution to govern the handpump resource 
(Agarwal, 2001). This example contrasts with one of the ideas proposed about 'institutional bricolage' 
(Cleaver, 2002), that the process tends to lead to non-confrontational conflict resolution. Instead, in 
this case the conflict has only been averted insofar as the residents of the hamlet hardly use the 
handpump at all. 

Guily also demonstrates the importance of the agency of particular individuals in shaping forms of 
institutions (Cleaver and Toner, 2005). The village chief in Guily is far more proactive in decision making 
than his counterpart in Fansiracoro, for example by leading the decision to lock one of the pumps in 
Guily as described earlier. The Fansiracoro chief generally accepts and endorses recommendations from 
the WMC, who are more likely to promote views from AMEPPE. Further insight into the importance of 
individual agency emerged in Guily when it was discussed that some people had attempted to raise 
money for water infrastructure via collective farming, but had lost interest and motivation when the 
most active individuals involved left the village. 

Yélékébougou is the village that has received most exposure to the idea of participation as payment 
because most council members live in the village of Yélékébougou and have more frequent contact 
with water users in the village, including telling people to pay after a pump breaks down. However, this 
has rarely led to increased payment except for some people paying for non-drinking water purposes 
such as giving water to animals or using water to make mud-bricks. As in Guily, most people are not 
fully dependent upon one handpump source because they can either use other pumps (even if they 
dislike travelling further) or traditional wells (even if they consider the quality of well water to be 
lower). Both these options were usually seen as preferable to paying for handpump repairs. 

Other general issues include an awareness that AMEPPE or other organisations sometimes do pay 
for repairs to handpumps. This leads to an inclination to focus efforts on petitioning NGOs for 
assistance rather than collecting funds from the users. AMEPPE considers that most 'low-cost' repairs 
(from about 5000 CFA to 50,000 CFA i.e. about 10 US$ to 100 US$) should be covered by the 
communities, and its annual training sessions for WMCs encourage community-level fund-raising. But 
AMEPPE also plans its own budget to include about three major rehabilitations of handpumps per year 
(including replacement of major parts, handpump surrounds and soakaway), costing up to 800,000 CFA 
(about 1,700 US$) each. Communities are not expected to contribute to this. If there are funds 
remaining in the budget after this, AMEPPE may also pay for some smaller repairs. 

However, there is no structured approach to assessing what level of expense between very small 
repairs (5,000 CFA or so) and major rehabilitations (up to 800,000 CFA) can or cannot realistically be 
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raised from the users; AMEPPE considers the problem to be unwillingness rather than inability to pay. 
The evidence from users of the handpumps in Fansiracoro suggests that organised committees 
currently raise up to 50,000 CFA per year. This can be placed in the context of WaterAid surveys that 
suggest annual average household income in the area is about 170,000 CFA (370 US$). However, it is 
important to note that there is no accurate data recorded on long-term costs of O&M – Fonseca et al. 
(2010) identify this lack of information as a widespread problem in rural water services – or on 
household finances, so it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding people’s ability to pay. 

The attitude of AMEPPE and the council is based on a belief that traditional rural views on water 
being 'free' can gradually be changed by education until users accept the need to contribute to cost 
recovery. However, Page (2005) has shown from research in Cameroon that the commodification of 
water is not an inevitable and irreversible process, contrary to the view commonly espoused in the 
global policy debate. Instead, water may be commodified or decommodified at different times 
according to what is considered socially acceptable. This suggests that the belief of AMEPPE and the 
council in Yélékébougou in a slow but inexorable 'sensitisation' of the population to payment through 
participation is unfounded. It seems particularly unlikely to develop in this way when there is limited 
ongoing support from these external actors except to continually remind people that they 'must pay'. 

The issue of gender emerges as significant in participation as payment as well as citizenship. When 
people do pay money for water (either directly or via repair costs), it is viewed as a male responsibility. 
Fees are collected per household or per married man. Rural Mali is a polygynous society and men in 
Yélékébougou typically have at least two wives each (République du Mali, 2008), who tend to look after 
their own money rather than pool it into a household income (Harris, 2006). Occasions when women 
also contribute to water payment are considered highly exceptional in the commune. Yet as discussed 
below, women appear to be far more organised at collecting and pooling regular payments in the way 
that NGOs intend water to be paid for. O’Reilly (2006) uses a case study in India to argue that an NGO 
there aimed to change women from 'traditional' to 'modern' in order to promote payment for water. 
This is an example of how external actors can seek to make 'participation as payment' desirable and 
accepted by remaking women (O’Reilly, 2006) or communities (Page, 2003) as agents of 
commodification. Given the problems surrounding the promotion of participation as payment for 
water, the final part of this section explores insights from another form of participation as payment 
which already exists in all three villages: women’s associations. 

Lessons from another form of 'participation as payment': Women’s associations 

Women’s associations in Fansiracoro, Guily and Yélékébougou traditionally collected money from their 
members every month which would then be given as a lump sum to one member or family. In recent 
years, each group has received training and support from outreach workers of another local NGO to 
develop revolving micro-credit schemes amongst their members. Typically, each association has up to 
25 members who pay small subscription fees every week and are then able to take up to two loans 
from the group fund over the course of a year. Loans are typically used for trading goods in the market 
or 'emergency' expenditure such as unexpected medical costs. The associations are often based around 
family groupings and/or composed of smaller family groups which might save money in more 
traditional ways. 

The key difference with institutions for governing water is that the women are not managing a 
natural resource, and the money they pay is at some point returned to them as a loan rather than being 
payment towards a service. However, some aspects of the organisation of women’s associations such 
as this could provide relevant lessons for participation and payment in water governance as well. 

For example, like the WMC in Fansiracoro but unlike the management scenarios in Guily and 
Yélékébougou, the women’s associations are a mixture of 'public' and 'invited' spaces. Each group is 
based around the form of a traditional women’s group that might meet to undertake collective 
activities such as farming, making clothes or producing butter (Jonckers, 1994). The associations have 
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then been encouraged and supported by NGOs to widen their activities, principally to include revolving 
micro-credit schemes. The NGOs attended weekly meetings with the women’s group at first, and then 
began to phase out their involvement as groups became more confident at organising the schemes on 
their own: a possible lesson for NGOs to give longer-term support to water committees too. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The promotion of community participation by AMEPPE and the local government in Yélékébougou is 
currently focused on 'participation as payment', i.e. the institutions created to promote 'participation as 
citizenship' actually focus more on promoting paying for water. This is because lack of payment for 
O&M of handpumps appears to be the critical obstacle to sustainable access to water, and NGOs and 
government act in line with the global policy consensus of recovering costs for O&M from the users 
themselves. However, this means of pursuing cost recovery from communities is not working and does 
not solve the problem of pumps remaining broken for months at a time. Furthermore, the focus on 
'participation as payment' tends to undermine 'participation as citizenship' and the potential longer-
term benefits to access to water and democratic decentralisation expected by NGOs. 'Participation as 
citizenship' is also currently constrained by existing decision-making and governance structures and, for 
most individuals, by a combination of structural factors (age, gender, education and geographic 
location). As a result, the role of water management committees within this scenario ends up confined 
to promoting hygiene and payment rather than wider community participation. 

There is a lack of detailed data on long-term costs of rural water supply which means it is difficult to 
judge whether payment of all O&M costs by communities is realistic or not. If the ability to pay may 
sometimes be a constraint, willingness to pay is probably a more crucial issue, with incentives strongly 
dependent upon factors such as the existence of alternative water sources, the expectations that NGOs 
might repair the systems, or perceived links between payments and actual benefits. Some respondents 
identified lack of trust of the person managing the pump as a reason for reluctance to pay, although 
only at two of the water points. 

The problem of achieving neither 'participation as citizenship' nor 'participation as payment' is also 
related to how the local institutions which are intended to promote participation emerge. This research 
supports the idea that 'institutional bricolage' occurs as socially embedded forms of activity combine 
with more formal and 'modern' arrangements (Cleaver, 2002), to produce institutions which may not 
have the effects originally intended by external interveners. The practical relevance for interveners such 
as NGOs and local government who aim to create new institutions and 'invited' spaces is to accept the 
difficulty of designing such spaces, acknowledge the effects of social embeddedness, and assess if these 
spaces can become useful hybrids with local legitimacy and representation (see also Waddington and 
Mohan, 2004). In this I agree with Cleaver (2002) that development interventions should seek ways of 
complementing or reinforcing the positive aspects of existing socially embedded arrangements, rather 
than attempting 'institutional engineering' (Nemarundwe and Kozanayi, 2003) based on idealised ideas 
of community collective action. In one of the villages of this case study, AMEPPE has acknowledged and 
supported the existing socially embedded agricultural association which was managing the water 
points. In the other villages, power lay with individuals such as the village chief and there was limited 
support from AMEPPE to create water management committees which could be more representative. 
The spaces of participation emerging were limited to one or two individuals, almost always male. At 
commune level, setting up a WUA has proved difficult when there is little existing socially embedded 
structure to draw on which might connect WMCs throughout the municipality, and the WMCs which 
should provide representatives to the WUA barely exist themselves; there is a mismatch between the 
intended scale and operation of the WUA and the existing forms of power at village level. Setting up the 
platform at municipal level has enabled some promotion of dialogue between different actors through 
public-hearing days, but its effects on participation are still limited by the structural factors identified 
above. In terms of capacity-development for managing resources and finances, the activities of other 
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community-based groups such as women’s associations show that existing village institutions can have 
the capacity for effective financial management and administration of regular payments, when closely 
supported by NGOs. But this has yet to be achieved for water management in the case study area. 

The immediate outcome of failing to achieve 'participation as citizenship', 'participation as payment' 
or effective hybrid spaces for water governance is that access to drinking water is neither sustainable 
nor equitable. However, there is currently insufficient data on overall pump downtime, the direct 
impacts (for example, drinking water of poorer quality, travelling further to another source, using lower 
quantities of water) and the indirect effects (for example, health problems, less time for pursuing 
livelihood activities or education). More detailed information would enable NGOs and local 
governments to understand better who is most affected by the current problems and where the 
support of external interveners might be most useful. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank all the research participants, the staff of the Malian Association for Public 
Education and Environmental Protection (AMEPPE) and WaterAid in Mali, and Maiga Diop. Helpful 
comments were received from Alex Loftus and three anonymous reviewers. This work was supported 
by the Economic and Social Research Council grant ES/G030243/1. The views expressed are those of the 
author and do not necessarily represent the views of AMEPPE or WaterAid. 

REFERENCES 

Agrawal, A. 2001. Common property institutions and sustainable governance of resources. World Development 
29(10): 1649-1672. 

Allen, A.; Davila, J.D. and Hofmann, P. 2006. The peri-urban water poor: Citizens or consumers? Environment and 
Urbanization 18(2): 333-351. 

Beazley, H. and Ennew, J. 2006. Participatory methods and approaches: Tackling the two tyrannies. In Desai, V. 
and Potter, R. (Eds), Doing development research, pp. 189-199. London: Sage. 

Cleaver, F. 1999. Paradoxes of participation: Questioning participatory approaches to development. Journal of 
International Development 11(4): 597-612. 

Cleaver, F. 2000. Analysing gender roles in community natural resource management: Negotiation, lifecourses and 
social inclusion. IDS Bulletin 31(2): 60-67. 

Cleaver, F. 2001. Institutions, agency and the limitations of participatory approaches to development. In Cooke, B. 
and Kothari, U. (Eds), Participation: The new tyranny? pp. 36-55. London: Zed Books. 

Cleaver, F. 2002. Reinventing institutions: Bricolage and the social embeddedness of natural resource 
management. The European Journal of Development Research 14(2): 11-30. 

Cleaver, F.; Franks, T.; Boesten, J. and Kiire, A. 2005. Water governance and poverty: What works for the poor? 
Report to DFID (Department for International Development). Bradford, UK: Bradford Centre for International 
Development. 

Cleaver, F. and Toner, A. 2005. How participation evolves – An exploration of participation in community-based 
water management. ESRC Research Report. Bradford, UK: Bradford Centre for International Development. 

Cleaver, F. and Toner, A. 2006. The evolution of community water governance in Uchira, Tanzania: The 
implications for equality of access, sustainability and effectiveness. Natural Resources Forum 30(3): 207-218. 

Cooke, B. and Kothari, U. 2001. Participation: The new tyranny? London: Zed Books. 
Cornwall, A. 2002. Making spaces, changing places: Situating participation in development. IDS Working Paper No. 

170. Brighton: Institute of Development Studies. 
Cornwall, A. 2004. Introduction: New democratic spaces? The politics and dynamics of institutionalised 

participation. IDS Bulletin 35(2): 1-10. 
DANIDA (Danish International Development Agency). 2006. Water and sanitation sector in Mali: Briefing note. 

Copenhagen, Denmark: DANIDA. 
Djiré, M. 2004. The myths and realities of local governance in Sanankoroba, Mali. London: International Institute 

for Environment and Development. 



Water Alternatives - 2011 Volume 4 | Issue 1 

Jones: Rural drinking water governance in Mali Page | 70 

DNH (Direction Nationale de l’Hydraulique). 2007. Stratégie nationale de développement de l’alimentation en eau 
potable au Mali. Bamako, Mali: DNH. 

Doumbia, S. 2009. Overview of decentralisation in Mali. Report for the 3rd International Conference on LMDGI: 
Local Government and Financing of Decentralised Water, Hygiene and Sanitation Services, WaterAid Mali, 
Bamako, Mali, 12-16 January 2009. 

Ferguson, J. 2007. Formalities of poverty: Thinking about social assistance in neoliberal South Africa. African 
Studies Review 50(2): 71-86. 

Flick, U. 2006. An introduction to qualitative research. London: Sage. 
Fonseca, C.; Batchelor, C.; Moriarty, P.; Naafs, A.; Snehalatha, M.; Reddy, R.; Nyarko, K.; Klutse, A.; Pezon, C.; 

Potter, A. and Verhoeven, J. 2010. A multi dimensional framework for costing sustainable water and sanitation 
services in low-income settings: Lessons from collecting actual life cycle costs for rural and peri-urban areas of 
Ghana, Burkina Faso, Mozambique and Andhra Pradesh. The Hague, the Netherlands: IRC International Water 
and Sanitation Centre. 

Franks, T. 1999. Capacity building and institutional development: Reflections on water. Public Administration and 
Development 19(1): 51-61. 

Franks, T. and Cleaver, F. 2007. Water governance and poverty. Progress in Development Studies 7(4): 291-306. 
Gaventa, J. 2002. Exploring citizenship, participation and accountability. IDS Bulletin 33(2): 1-14. 
Gaventa, J. 2004. Towards participatory governance: Assessing the transformative possibilities. In Hickey, S. and 

Mohan, G. (Eds), Participation: From tyranny to transformation? pp. 25-41. London: Zed Books. 
Gleitsmann, B.A.; Kroma, M.M. and Steenhuis, T. 2007. Analysis of a rural water supply project in three 

communities in Mali: Participation and sustainability. Natural Resources Forum 31(2): 142-150. 
Green, D. 2008. From poverty to power: How active citizens and effective states can change the world. Oxford: 

Oxfam Publishing. 
Halpern, D. 2005. Social capital. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press. 
Harris, C. 2006. Doing development with men: Some reflections on a case study from Mali. IDS Bulletin 37(6): 47-

56. 
Harvey, P.A. and Reed, R.A. 2007. Community-managed water supplies in Africa: Sustainable or dispensable? 

Community Development Journal 42(3): 365-378. 
Hickey, S. 2010. The government of chronic poverty: From exclusion to citizenship? Journal of Development 

Studies 46(7): 1139-1155. 
Hickey, S. and Mohan, G. 2004. Participation: From tyranny to transformation? – Exploring new approaches to 

participation in development. London: Zed Books. 
IRC (International Water and Sanitation Centre). 2006. Strengthening capacity for local WASH governance. 

Briefing note presented at the Symposium on Sustainable Water Supply and Sanitation: Strengthening 
Capacity for Local Governance. Delft, the Netherlands, 26-28 September 2006. 

Jaglin, S. 2002. The right to water versus cost recovery: Participation, urban water supply and the poor in sub-
Saharan Africa. Environment and Urbanization 14(1): 231-245. 

Jonckers, D. 1994. Le mythe d’une tradition communautaire villageoise dans la région Mali-Sud. In Jacob, J. and 
Delville, P.L. (Eds), Les associations paysannes en Afrique: Organisation et dynamiques, pp. 121-134. Paris: 
Karthala. 

Katko, T. 1990. Cost recovery in water supply in developing countries. International Journal of Water Resources 
Development 6(2): 86-94. 

Le Bay, S. and Loquai, C. 2008. Assessing decentralisation and local governance in West Africa: Taking stock of 
strengthening the monitoring and evaluation capacity of local actors. Bamako, Mali: Communicances. 

Loftus, A. 2005. A political ecology of water struggles in Durban, South Africa. PhD thesis. University of Oxford. 
Manor, J. 2004. User committees: A potentially damaging second wave of decentralisation? The European Journal 

of Development Research 16(1): 192-213. 
Mehta, L.; Marshall, F.; Movik, S.; Stirling, A.; Shah, E.; Smith, A. and Thompson, J. 2007. Liquid dynamics: 

Challenges for sustainability in water and sanitation. Brighton, UK: STEPS Centre. 
Nemarundwe, N. and Kozanayi, W. 2003. Institutional arrangements for water resource use: A case study from 

Southern Zimbabwe. Journal of Southern African Studies 29(1): 193-206. 
Newbourne, P. 2005. Community participation in water governance: Is it achievable through the apex bodies in 

Asia? London: WaterAid. 
O’Reilly, K. 2006. "Traditional" women, "modern" water: Linking gender and commodification in Rajasthan, India. 

Geoforum 37(6): 958-972. 



Water Alternatives - 2011 Volume 4 | Issue 1 

Jones: Rural drinking water governance in Mali Page | 71 

Page, B. 2003. Communities as the agents of commodification: The Kumbo Water Authority in Northwest 
Cameroon. Geoforum 34(4): 483-498. 

Page, B. 2005. Paying for water and the geography of commodities. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 30(3): 293-306. 

Plateforme Locale de Concertation de Yélékébougou. 2008. Règlement intérieur de la plateforme locale de 
concertation de Yélékébougou. Unpublished statutes. Yélékébougou, Mali: Plateforme Locale de Concertation 
de Yélékébougou 

Plummer, J. and Slaymaker, T. 2007. Rethinking governance in water services. ODI Working Paper No. 284. 
London: Overseas Development Institute. 

République du Mali. 2002. Code de l’eau. Bamako, Mali: République du Mali. 
République du Mali. 2008. Plan sectoriel de développement de la commune rurale de Yélékébougou. 

Yélékébougou, Mali: République du Mali. 
Rogers, P. and Hall, A. 2003. Effective water governance. Global Water Partnership Technical Committee 

Background Paper No. 7. Stockholm, Sweden: Global Water Partnership. 
Schouten, T. and Moriarty, P. 2003. Community water, community management: From system to service in rural 

areas. London: IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre/ITDG Publishing. 
Sears, J.M., 2007. Deepening democracy and cultural context in the Republic of Mali, 1992-2002. PhD thesis. 

Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada. 
Sehring, J. 2009. Path dependencies and institutional bricolage in post-soviet rural water governance. Water 

Alternatives 2(1): 53-60. 
Silverman, D. 2005. Doing qualitative research. London: Sage. 
Singh, N. 2008. Equitable gender participation in local water governance: An insight into institutional paradoxes. 

Water Resources Management 22(7): 925-942. 
Smith, Z.K. 2001. Mali’s decade of democracy. Journal of Democracy 12(3): 73-79. 
Sultana, F. 2009. Community and participation in water resources management: Gendering and naturing 

development debates from Bangladesh. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 34(3): 346-363. 
Tropp, H. 2007. Water governance: Trends and needs for new capacity development. Water Policy 9(Supplement 

2): 19-30. 
UNDP (United Nations Development Programme). 2006. Human development report 2006 – Beyond scarcity: 

Power, poverty and the global water crisis. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Waddington, M. and Mohan, G. 2004. Failing forward: Going beyond PRA and imposed forms of participation. In 

Hickey S. and Mohan G. (Eds), Participation: From tyranny to transformation? pp. 219-236. London: Zed Books. 
WaterAid. 2005. Mali national water sector assessment. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid. 2006a. Bridging the gap: Citizens’ action for accountability in water and sanitation. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid. 2006b. Mali country information. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid. 2008a. Local Millennium Development Goals initiative: Local government and water and sanitation 

delivery. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid. 2008b. Stepping into action: The second report on Citizens’ Action for accountability in water and 

sanitation. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid. 2009. WaterAid Global Strategy 2009-2015. London: WaterAid. 
WaterAid Mali. 2008. Mali country programme annual report 2007-08. Bamako, Mali: WaterAid Mali. 
WaterAid Mali. 2010. WaterAid in Mali: Country strategy, 2010-2015. Bamako, Mali: WaterAid Mali. 
WHO/UNICEF JMP. 2008a. Coverage estimates, improved drinking water – Mali. New York and Geneva: 

WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP). 
WHO/UNICEF JMP. 2008b. Coverage estimates, improved sanitation – Mali. New York and Geneva: WHO/UNICEF 

Joint Monitoring Programme. 
World Water Forum (Ed). 2009. Strengthening the capacities of local organisations and people. In Case Studies 

and Supported Documents, 5th World Water Forum 2009: Bridging Divides for Water. Istanbul, Turkey, 16-22 
March 2009. 


