
p o v e r t y  r e d u c t i o n  and  E n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  E n e r g y

United Nations Development Programme

Small-Scale Water Providers in Kenya: 
Pioneers or Predators?

Empowered lives.
Resilient nations.





Small-Scale Water 
Providers in Kenya: 

Pioneers or Predators?

August 2011

Empowered lives.
Resilient nations.



Copyright © August 2011

United Nations Development Programme 
One United Nations Plaza 
New York, NY 10017 
USA

E-mail: poverty.reduction@undp.org or environmentandenergy@undp.org
Web Site: www.undp.org/poverty or www.undp.org/water

Acknowledgments

This paper was authored by Degol Hailu, Sara Rendtorff-Smith and Raquel Tsukada. Comments are welcome 
to Degol Hailu (degol.hailu@undp.org), Sara Rendtorff-Smith (sara.rendtorff-smith@undp.org) and Raquel 
Tsukada (pereira-de-sousa-tsukada.1@osu.edu).

We would like to thank Alastair Morrison, Edward Kairu, Gonzalo Pizarro and Kate Bayliss for their valuable 
comments. Andrew Hudson deserves special mention for supporting this project and for his guidance 
throughout. Thanks also go to Jane Fulton for her comments and edits. We received important support from 
the UNDP country office in Nairobi. Christopher Gakahu and John Gathuya deserve particular mention. We are 
also extremely grateful for the time committed by community members, representatives of the Government 
of Kenya and, not least, by a team of diligent young enumerators. Without their contributions, writing this 
report would not have been possible. Finally, we would like to acknowledge the comments from participants 
in the World Water Day Seminar, organised by UNDP and held in New York on 22 March 2011.

 

Disclaimer

The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of the 
United Nations, including UNDP, or their Member States.



Contents

List of Acronyms and Abbreviations 	 iv

Executive Summary	 1

1.	I ntroduction	 2

2.	C onceptual Framework: The Poverty Penalty in the Urban Market for Water	 6

3.	T he Data and Methodology	 8

4.	 Water Supply and Distribution	 9

4.1	 Small-Scale Water Providers	 9
4.2	 Water Pricing	 14

5.	D emand for Water and Consumption	 18

6.	T he Regulatory Framework: Ensuring Affordability, Safety and Reliability	 28

7.	C onclusion and Policy Implications 	 32

Annex 1. Profiles of the Communities Surveyed	 34

Annex 2. Key Water Sector Institutions	 36

Annex 3. Rising Block Tariff Scheme, NCWSC	 37

References	 39



List of Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AWSB	A thi Water Services Board

CBO 	C ommunity-based organisation

CDF 	 Kenyan government’s Community Development Fund

CESR 	C enter for Economic and Social Rights

GoK	G overnment of Kenya

GPOBA 	G lobal Partnership on Output-Based Aid

ICEFI 	C entral American Institute for Fiscal Studies

ISD	I nformal Settlements Department

JMP	 WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation

KENSUP	 Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme 

Kshs	 Kenyan Shillings

KWTP 	 Kinoo Water Trust Project 

MWI	 Kenyan Ministry of Water and Irrigation 

NCWCS	N airobi City Water and Sewerage Company

NGO 	N on-governmental organisation

OBA	O utput-based aid

PPIP	P ro-Poor Implementation Plan

UfW	U naccounted-for-water

UNDP	U nited Nations Development Programme

UNICEF	U nited Nations Children’s Fund

UN OHCHR	O ffice of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

WASREB	 Water Services Regulatory Board

WHO	 World Health Organization

WSBs	 Water Services Boards

WSP	 World Bank’s Water and Sanitation Program 

WSPs	 Water Service Providers

W&S	 Water and Sanitation

WSTF	 Water Services Trust Fund



 Small-Scale Water Providers in Kenya: Pioneers or Predators?      1

Executive Summary

Executive Summary

There are two main schools of thought about the role of small-scale private water providers. Proponents view 
them as pioneers and gap-fillers, supplying water where utilities are not providing it adequately. Sceptics 
argue that they are predators who charge high prices and supply poor quality water. This study examines 
which argument holds true in the urban and peri-urban areas of Kenya. The study is based on household and 
provider surveys, as well as topical interviews with government officials and stakeholders. We find that small-
scale providers increase water supply coverage and reduce time poverty. 

As predicted by the “poverty penalty” concept, however, low-income households pay high prices for water of 
questionable quality. For two-thirds of households, expenditure on water is above the affordability threshold. 
And 57 percent of households consume below the water poverty line. Water is also exposed to contamination 
by external toxic residuals, mainly during transportation and as a result of pipe leakages. Given their inability 
to store water, low-income households suffer disproportionally in times of scarcity and rationing. 

As regards policy intervention, piped water connections on premises remain the most affordable and safe 
system of water provision. In the meantime, supporting fixed-point water suppliers such as public taps and 
water kiosks represents a second-best solution. Strengthening capacity within regulatory institutions is 
required to ensure affordability and quality of the water provided.
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Introduction

1.	I ntroduction

Kenya faces challenges in realizing its “2030 Vision” for the water and sanitation sector “to ensure that 
improved water and sanitation are available and accessible to all” (GoK, 2007, p. 18). The 2010 constitution 
made access to water and sanitation the right of citizens. 1 This is in line with the United Nations stipulation of 
access to water and sanitation as a human right that requires member states to take “deliberate, concrete and 
targeted steps” to ensure the progressive realisation of this right (UN OHCHR, 1990). 2 Despite these ambitious 
objectives, the proportion of people with access to an improved water source remains low (MWI, 2007). As 
shown in Figure 1, in 2008 only 59 percent of Kenyans had access to safe drinking water, although the share 
had increased from 44 percent in 1990. In urban areas the figure is 83 percent, down from 91 percent in 1990. 
This gradual deterioration in urban water access is mainly due to rapid population growth, especially in the 

informal settlements. 

Kenya is undergoing rapid urbanisation. It is estimated that more than half of the population will be living in 
cities by 2020, compared to only a third in 2000 (UN HABITAT, 2003b). Nairobi’s population alone is projected 
to grow by 3.9 percent between 2006 and 2020 (City Mayors Statistics, 2011). 3 In addition, natural population 

1	T he right to water falls under the category of economic, social and cultural rights. The principle of “progressive 
realisation” follows from the recognition that the full realisation of such rights generally may not be possible in a 
short time period. Rather, it is contingent on the availability of resources. The obligation thus differs significantly from 
that contained in article 2 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which embodies an immediate 
obligation to respect and ensure all of the relevant rights (UN OHCHR, 1990).

2	T he right to water is protected by articles 11 and 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (UN CESCR, 1966). The “Guidelines for the Realization of the Right to Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation” of 
the UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights also recognizes these essential services as 
rights.

3	T his development is partly the result of mechanical population growth caused by rural-urban migration.

Figure 1: Improved water source (% of population 
with access), Kenya 1990–2008

Source: World Bank (2011).
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