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Abstract
In the void left by the declining popularity of public-private partnerships, the concept of ‘water operator partnerships’
(WOPs) has increasingly been promoted as an alternative for improving water services provision in developing countries.
This paper assesses the potential of such partnerships as a ‘model’ for contributing to the MDGs, by focusing on 4 water
utilities in Mozambique. Although, the study found these partnerships to be successful, it is more sceptical about the
potential for this type of water operator partnership to significantly contribute towards achieving the MDGs. The main
reason for this is that the replicability of the partnership-model studied in Mozambique was found to be quite limited. The
case presented in this article highlights 3 main lessons for water operator partnerships in the water services sector. First, the
availability of investment funds is a crucial component of a partnership. Without access to such funds the impact of such a
partnership is likely to be limited. Secondly, the level of commitment to the partnership needs to be high if it is to be successful. This commitment is likely to take shape in the form of both financial commitment as well as commitment of time
and effort of the organisations involved. Thirdly, even if the partnership is a success, the question of how sustainable the
achieved performance gains are remains a point of concern. All in all, although we acknowledge the success achieved by the
studied partnership, the findings have made us hesitant about the potential for replicating this ‘model’ at a large scale.
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Introduction
The water services sector in most developing countries has
long suffered from poor performance of its public water utilities. Apart from problems of service coverage of between 50%
and 80% (WHO/UNICEF, 2008), other problems that plague
water utilities include high unaccounted-for-water, which often
averages between 40% and 60%, and overstaffing (Mwanza,
2005). Moreover, the service providers are often confronted
with financial problems due to a combination of low tariffs,
poor consumer records and inefficient billing and collection
practices (World Bank, 1994; Foster, 1996; Mwanza, 2004).
The poor performance of water utilities has led to a situation in
which 1.2 billion people lack access to adequate water supply
services and 2.4 billion people lack access to adequate sanitation services (WHO/UNICEF, 2006).
The Millenium Development Goal (MDG) targets for water
supply services state that the population without access to
adequate water services should be halved by 2015. Although
progress has been reported on these targets, access to adequate
water services in Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, appears to
be lacking. Between 1990 and 2006 the percentage of people
with access to adequate water services increased from 49% to
58%; this represents an increase of only 9% in 16 years (WHO/
UNICEF, 2008). The challenges of achieving the MDG target
for water supply are multidimensional in nature. Firstly, the
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MDGs are argued to require innovative (local) financial tools
to finance increased coverage (Brown and Holcombe, 2004;
Metha et al., 2005). Secondly, a strong institutional framework
is believed to be a prerequisite for achieving the MDG targets
on water and sanitation. Sound sector policies are required to
lead the drive to achievement of the targets, and a strong institutional framework would also provide better access to (international) investment capital (Bourguinon et al., 2008). Linked
to the strong institutional framework is organisational capacity,
which is also frequently mentioned as a determining factor in
the ability to achieve the MDGs. This capacity concerns both
sector organisations (Ministries, national water agencies, etc.)
as well as water utilities (Metha et al., 2005). Finally, ‘appropriate’ technologies are put forward as a means of achieving the
MDG targets (Brown and Holcombe, 2004; Mara et al., 2007;
Mara and Alabaster, 2008).

The rise of partnerships
Over the past few decades, the provision of (public) services
through ‘partnerships’ has increasingly gained importance,
both in developed as well as developing countries (Klijn and
Koppenjan, 2000; Teisman and Klijn, 2002; OECD, 2006).
In the past 2 decades partnerships ‘have become important
instruments for addressing problems of global development and
reaching the Millenium Development Goals’ (Kolk et al., 2008:
263). Although in this paper the term ‘partnerships’ is used,
other terms may be used to describe a similar arrangement such
as ‘social alliances’ (Kolk et al., 2008) or ‘networks’ (Provan
and Brinton Milward, 2001). These partnerships, which in reality encompass a wide range of arrangements involving different
partners, are increasingly presented as an alternative to service
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