
Ongoing, reliable safe water service comes at a cost. Although it 
is important to understand the costs associated with setting up 
hardware (pumps and pipes) and software (people and processes), 
perhaps the most critical costs are those that are incurred on a 
recurring basis.1 Water systems are at risk of service disruptions 
or premature failure if the real costs of system operation and 
maintenance, service management and administration, and parts 
replacement are not understood and recovered.

Water Mission works with rural communities and local partners 
around the world to design, build, and support mechanized pumping, 
treatment, and piped distribution systems. In every case, regardless 
of the external support context, we work with local community-based 
service providers to help them understand, plan for, and recover the 
costs incurred throughout the lifespan of the service. They achieve 
this by charging a nominal container-based fee or monthly tariff to 
help pay for salaries, materials, and repairs. 

Since 2014, Water Mission has made a concerted effort to track 
financial activities in order to monitor the extent of overall project 
success in ensuring long-term viability. More than 3,500 monthly 
financial reports from over 300 communities in 10 countries are 
tracked for performance. 

Water Mission has observed the following 
KEY INSIGHTS over the past six years of 
financial tracking.

•  95% of safe water projects are 
consistently recovering operating 
expenses (OpEx) with revenues from 
water sales.

•  Top performing safe water projects 
incur more expense (average USD 
$370/month) but also consistently 
generate more revenue (average  
USD $550/month).

•  Safe water projects are saving at a rate 
sufficient to cover the critical capital 
maintenance expenditure (CapManEx) 
of system components.

•  The average bank account balance 
of community-managed safe water 
projects range from $1,000 to $3,000 
after 2 years in operation.

1.  Industry standard cost categories, definitions and benchmarks available from FONSECA, C. et al. 2011. WASHCost Briefing Note 1a: Life-cycle costs approach. IRC International 
Water and Sanitation Centre. The Hague, Netherlands. Online at https://www.ircwash.org/resources/briefing-note-1a-life-cycle-costs-approach-costing-sustainable-service.

Global distribution of more than 3,500 monthly financial reports monitored since 2014.

Financial Performance Benchmarks
for Rural Safe Water Systems



Communities that consistently 
cover OpEx with revenue from 
water sales

95%

Avg. monthly 
income/system  
(USD)

$180
Avg. monthly 
OpEx/system  
(USD)

$110

RECOVERY OF OPERATING AND  
MINOR MAINTENANCE 
EXPENDITURE

Coverage of day-to-day operating 
and minor maintenance 
expenditures is the first critical 
step to ensuring functionality of 
safe water systems. The majority 
(95%) of the community-based 
safe water projects supported 
by Water Mission successfully 
manage this responsibility.

RECOVERY OF CAPITAL MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURE

In addition to covering predictable and recurring expenses (OpEx), 
community-based service providers also need to be prepared to pay 
for occasional and unplanned repairs (CapManEx). Water Mission has 
traditionally set conservative targets to cover these repairs based on 
the full CapManEx of all materials and equipment at the end of their 
respective lifespans.

Safe water projects, on average, meet 50% of their savings target through 
revenue from water sales. This enables the project to cover the most 
critical components necessary to maintain functionality such as pumps, 
treatment equipment, power supplies, tanks, and taps. The remainder 
of CapManEx costs are covered through innovative cost-sharing 
mechanisms and maintenance contracts.

Most projects have built up significant financial reserves in the first 2 
years of operation to enable adequate coverage of these unplanned 
costs. Top-performing projects have even generated enough reserves to 
make improvements and investments to expand their impact.

Average Monthly Income & OpEx (in USD for 300 Projects)
 Average Total Monthly Income     Average Total Monthly OpEx
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Avg. monthly savings target (USD)

$120

Bank balance after  
2 years of operation:
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