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Economic criteria shape investments in drinking-water supply systems and 

services. Yet, often they may be defined in a narrow sense and economic returns 

may be evaluated in strictly financial terms. The result is an emphasis on large, 

urban infrastructural works.  Yet, a large part of the world’s population in rural  

and peri-urban areas relies on small community water supplies.

This publication addresses the broader issues of social cost-benefit analysis 

performed on options to invest in drinking-water supplies, with a focus on small 

community suppliers.

It was written by a multi-disciplinary team, bases itself on experience on the 

ground and provides many practical examples of how to deal with economic issues 

of drinking-water supply in the context of the livelihood strategies and public 

health priorities of people living in small communities, from policy to practice.
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Foreword

What is it that a farming family in rural Scotland, an Inuit community in northern
Canada, a peri-urban slum dweller in South Asia, a young mother in central
Malawi, a family at their vacation home in Iceland and a child in an aboriginal
family in Australia are likely to have in common? There is a great chance that,
to meet their indispensable need for water to drink, to ensure their personal
hygiene and to serve their domestic requirements, they rely on a small
community water supply.

In fact, a substantial part of the world’s population, in high-income, middle-
income and low-income countries alike, relies on small community water
supplies. While the definition of “small community” will vary by region, what
sets these water supplies apart are challenges in ensuring effective
administrative, management and technical support structures. Such supplies
serve communities that are, by contextual definition, small and frequently
remote. They tend to be vulnerable communities, often living in places of
climatic hardship, with little access to education and health care and, not
uncommonly, at considerable distance from major economic centres. But many
peri-urban communities also rely on what can be characterized as small
community water supplies.

Living in remote areas may have the benefit of access to more pristine water
sources, but poor sanitation may tip the balance with an increased risk of
contamination of those sources, and the quality of available groundwater sources
cannot always be verified.

Inherent health hazards and their associated risks may be present but will vary
from one location to the other. Managing the risks will be a challenge in a setting
where facilities are limited, resources constrained and technical know-how comes
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