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Finding the right  
price for rural  
safe water service

Water Builds is a trademark of Water Mission.

Water Mission is a Christian engineering 
nonprofit that designs, builds, and implements safe 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) solutions for 
people in developing countries and disaster areas. Since 
2001, Water Mission has used innovative technology and 
engineering expertise to provide access to safe water for 
more than 3.2 million people.

With over 300 staff members working around the world in 
permanent country programs located in Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, and the Caribbean, Water Mission provides safe 
water and sanitation solutions in more than 53 countries
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Countries with full-time staff
Countries served to date
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water builds™ We build safe water solutions that break through the global water crisis.



Demand for quality service

Social demand for safe water is 
the foundational building block 
for financial sustainability. Rural 
water users are willing to pay for 
and sustain service that provides 
a high level of quantity, quality, 
accessibility, and reliability.

Stable management

Well-trained people are the 
gatekeepers to and protectors of 
financial sustainability. In rural 
settings, water user committees 
are typically responsible for 
collecting and handling revenues, 
tracking expenses, and remaining 
accountable to all stakeholders. 

Best-in-class technology

High quality, well-designed 
technology enables financial 
sustainability. System designs 
should be customized to local 
demand and water sources, taking 
into consideration management 
constraints and availability of 
supply chains. 

Best-in-class rural safe water supply 
systems are comprised of the 
following technical components:
•  Mechanized pump(s)
•  Solar or grid power supply
•  Chlorination and other 

appropriate treatment steps
•  Storage in excess of daily demand
•  Metered distribution points 

≤100m from residences.

The most reliable way to ensure 
funds are available to cover 
recurring costs is for water service 
providers to charge a nominal 
container-based fee. 

Appropriate price ranges are 
identified by assessing the existing 
retail and wholesale market value 
and soliciting water user input. 
Viability of the water price is 
based on a simple calculation —  
revenue is determined by the 
number of people collecting water 
and how much they collect, and 
then compared to the overall 
expenses. In most cases, water 
prices in the range of USD $0.01-
$0.05 per 20 liter container can 
feasibly cover operational and 
minor maintenance expenses 
and a significant fraction of major 
capital maintenance.

Water prices should not prevent 
users from meeting other basic 
human needs. Households may 
struggle in this manner when their 
expenditure on water is >2-6% 
of household income. Although 
most of the world falls below 
this threshold, the poor spend 
the greatest percentage of their 
income on and pay the highest 
unit prices for water. 

After an acceptable water price 
is initially set, rural water service 
providers must continually adapt 
in response to environmental, 
institutional, social, and technical 
challenges in order to ensure that 
the price paid for water is not less 
than the real cost of the service. 

Building a Strong Foundation

Identifying the  
Full Costs

Ongoing, reliable safe water service comes at a cost. Perhaps 
the most critical costs are those which are incurred on a 
recurring basis. Water Mission works with local community-
based water service providers to empower them to 
understand, plan for, and recover the costs that will be incurred 
throughout the lifespan of the service.

Monthly Cost of Operation and Minor Maintenance

The table below represents a typical day-to-day operational 
budget for a rural safe water supply system serving 2,200 people 
with 15,000 liters per day.

Cost element Budget (USD/month)

Chemical costs $3

Chlorine test strips $10

Cleaning & maintenance $6

Salaries (system operators) $90

Total commission for tap operators $60

Banking and transportation costs $11

Mobile airtime $30

Total monthly operation, minor maintenance costs $210

Cost of Capital Maintenance

The table below represents a typical estimate of the present 
value cost of long-term replacement of major safe water 
supply system components.  

Hardware element Current 
cost (USD)

Est. lifespan 
(years)

Future cost 
(USD)

Borehole casing repair $700 30 $3,025

Water tank platform, enclosures $2,000 30 $8,644

Solar panels, controls, wire $2,200 20 $5,837

Solar pump $2,000 15 $4,158

Water storage tank $3,000 20 $7,960

Tap stands (meters, valves, piping) $2,000 10 $3,258

Chlorinator $500 20 $1,327

Piping (supply, distribution) $3,500 20 $9,287

Miscellaneous (materials, labor) $1,500 20 $3,980

Total current cost (USD) $17,400 Total future 
cost (USD)

$47,475

Total monthly savings required to replace hardware elements 
(USD/month)

$200
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Rural water user 
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Challenges and Opportunities  
of Rural Water Pricing

Water Mission has identified 
the following conclusions with 
regards to long-term financial and 
performance success.

•  The responsibility for performing 
the “balancing act” of achieving 
financial viability of rural safe 
water services while ensuring 
affordability for all most 
frequently falls on water user 
committees.

•  Financial viability of rural water 
services is highly influenced by 
constantly evolving technical, 
institutional, environmental, and 
social factors.

•  Professionalized processes which 

empower water user committees 
with the ability to plan for and 
recover recurring costs of rural 
safe water service encourage 
ownership, enable incorporation 
of local knowledge, and catalyze 
innovation.

•  Local tariffs are sufficient to 
cover the full costs of day-
to-day operation and minor 
maintenance and a fraction 
of eventual equipment 
replacement, but other 
financing mechanisms 
are necessary to 
ensure long-term 
sustainability.

•  Ongoing provision of technical 
and administrative support 
and monitoring services to 
rural water service providers 
can encourage functional and 
financial sustainability.


