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Abstract: Through devolving political powers, financial resources and administrative responsibilities to urban local
government level, municipal decentralization in Ethiopia is largely intended to improve public service delivery. In this
perspective, the aim of this study is to analyze whether the decentralization process has empowered the urban local governments
to meet the demands for potable water supply services. The study relies on a case study design with particular reference to the
city of Adama. It uses an extensive data collection, including key informant interviews, administrative and fiscal data. The
analysis makes effective use of all these materials to investigate the effect of decentralization policy on water supply service
delivery and local governance processes in Adama. The study found out that decentralized urban governance has been
ineffective in the delivery of water supply service in Adama. This is because; firstly, the city lacks legal and institutional
security. This makes it politically dependent upon the upper level regional state government. Secondly, contrary to the logic of
‘Enterprise model’ of water supply, the hierarchical political culture and the upward accountability of the Enterprise’s Manager
have reinforced the political control from above. Thirdly, the power to determine the structure, technical and financial sources of
the city’s water-supply project has been granted to regional water Bureau, while Adama water supply enterprise is practically
required to provide water supply service to the residents. Fourthly, the decentralized urban water-service delivery is incompatible
with the rapid and mostly informal pace of urbanization of Adama; and the city’s horizontal physical expansion and demographic
changes have already gone beyond the pressure zones for the water supply distribution system. Finally, the coordination and
partnership among the multilevel water institutions -at federal, state and local governments- were mainly observed at times of
water crises to moderate political and electoral contingencies. The implication is that for the urban local government to deliver
effective water-supply service, this study contends, decentralization process needs to ensure adequate local capacity and
effective coordination and partnership between the multilevel water institutions and stakeholders.
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delivery at local level because it bestows political,
administrative and financial capacities on public institutions at
this level. Apart from their political and administrative
capacities, local governments are envisaged as having
financial autonomy that enables them to finance the functions
assigned to them and execute their decisions and preferences
[2]; conversely, the lack of adequate financial autonomy
makes them dependent on supra-local governments and the
implementation of higher-level government policy
preferences [3]. As such, one of the aims of the

1. Introduction

Decentralization is a process by which authority, resources
and functions are transferred from the center to other
institutions at the subnational system, with decision-making
largely vested with the people [1]. It entails the transfer of
authority (decision-making and enforcement power) and
responsibility for public functions from the central
government to subordinate or quasi-independent government.
There is increasing consensus that it is a necessary element

for promoting good governance, combating poverty and
delivering public services effectively. Theoretically,
decentralization is expected to improve public service

decentralization agenda is to improve service delivery by local
governments. The latter’s ability to do so depends, however,
on the adequacy of their financial and administrative
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capacities [4]. In order for decentralization to bring about
effective local service delivery, transferring resources and
fiscal competences and ensuring adequate local capacity are
prerequisites for success.

Ethiopia officially launched the District Level
Decentralization Program (DLDP) in 2001-2002. Among the
DLDP’s core objectives were institutionalizing viable
development centers at local levels, enhancing
democratization, promoting good governance, and improving
service delivery [5] The program necessitated the
implementation of wider-ranging activities at woreda level.
The first factor that led to the adoption of decentralization at
woreda level was the realization of the difficulty in managing
the country’s political, social and economic activities
exclusively from the center. It has been evident that center and
the regions neither possess the capacity nor the time to
effectively deal with all the numerous issues surrounding
service delivery, issues that could be better handled at the
local level [6].

In spite of this, the delivery of local services has remained a
challenge for local governments because, in the context of
federal and/ or decentralization system, the water supply
provision is beyond the local capacity. The provision of such
service is a rallying point for several institutions and actors
including state, non-state and the clients; as the water
production and provision systems require synergized efforts
among the different stakeholders having expertise, resource
and jurisdiction. The existing studies on urban water supply
service restrict their level of analysis to a local or municipal
level which underemphasizes the role of multilevel
institutional and stakeholder’s involvement in the water
service delivery system. The regional state and federal
governments, however, echo the lack of good governance as s
primary cause for the deficiencies in the water supply and
delivery systems in the rapidly urbanizing cities of Ethiopia.
Moreover, the same governmental actors predicate rapid rate
of urbanization (particularly expressed in terms of population
growth and urban expansion) as exerting unanticipated burden
on the existing service deliveries.

The aim of this study is to analyze whether the
decentralized urban governance process in Ethiopia has
empowered the urban local governments to meet the demands
for potable water supply services, with particular reference to
the city of Adama. In so doing, the study relies on a case study
design. This study focuses on the city of Adama, one of the
fast growing cities of Ethiopia located at 100km from the
Capital, Addis Ababa. The city is at the intersection of the
main highways coming from Dire Dawa, Harar, Bale and Arsi.
A large number of trucks use this same route to travel to and
from the seaports of Djibouti, where different imports to the
country first arrive. Based on the past two censuses conducted
in 1994 and 2007, and the city has a total population of
127,842 and 220,212, respectively; which shows an increase
of 72.25% over the period. In fact, as of today, the population
of the city is expected to increase by far to these figures.
Theoretically, Adama is the first grade city of Oromia with the
most comprehensive master plan as developed in 2004, which

has not been fully revised since then.

The study has used an extensive data collection, including
elite  interviews, administrative and fiscal data.
Semi-structured interviews were held with residents of Adama,
politicians, bureaucrats, and experts. Respondents of the
interviews were selected through the snowball system to
gather wide ranges of opinions and perspectives on the issues
of rapid urbanization and urban water governance. Inasmuch
as the study focuses on decentralized and institutions for urban
water service delivery, the research participants are drawn
from multilevel governments, including the Gandaas (lowest
administrative units in the city), Administration of the city of
Adama and from the Oromia National Regional State. At
Gandaas level, key informants from the four urban water
supply enterprises in the city of Adama were consulted. At
city level, key respondents included: Municipal manager,
members of city council, head and expertise from water
supply service Enterprise, revenue office, and expertise from
urban land development and management. At regional state
level, the key respondents were drawn from pertinent bureaus
ranging from urban land development and management
Agency, Urban planning institute, and Water, Mines and
Energy Resource Development. The analysis makes effective
use of all these materials to provide a clear picture of
decentralization policy effects on urban water service delivery
and local governance processes and the forces that influence
them. The analysis follows two lines of investigation: the first
examines whether the city has adequate local capacity to meet
urban water-service demands; and the second examines
institutional cooperation and coordination functions in urban
water-service delivery.

This article contains five sections. After the introduction,
the second section sets out a theoretical framework for
evaluating how the various dimensions of decentralization
impact on local government service delivery. The third section
briefly describes decentralization processes and the place of
urban local government in the federal system of Ethiopia. The
fourth section begins with description of the organizational
structure of Adama water supply service Enterprise. It then
analyzes to what extent decentralization and multilevel
institutional coordination enable Adama to effectively deliver
water-supply services. The final section provides concluding
remarks.

2. Conceptual and Theoretical
Frameworks

2.1. Decentralization and Service Delivery

Decentralization can be understood in terms of three
dimensions: political, administrative and fiscal. To begin with
the political dimension, the assessment of the degree of
decentralization involves determining whether the authorities
are appointed by the regional and/or central government, or
elected by local residents and appointed by local councils. It
also involves consideration of whether locally elected
politicians’ decision-making is democratic and inclusive [7].
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Administrative decentralization, on the hand other, aims at
transferring decision-making authority, resources and
responsibilities for the delivery of public services from the
central or regional government to local levels of governments.
Assessing this dimension of decentralization involves
ascertaining whether local governments meet service delivery
obligations such as water supply. Decentralization can
improve the delivery of public services if it develops the
capacity of the relevant local institutions and creates an
enabling environment for participation by non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and the private sector [8].

In turn, fiscal decentralization entails transferring power to
local authorities to make autonomous decisions about
revenue-collection strategies and expenditure decisions. The
fiscal aspect of decentralization is meant to make local
governments responsible for managing their own budgets,
generating their own revenue, and generating full financial
accounts. Indeed, decentralized local autonomy is unthinkable
without commensurate financial autonomy, because it is local
financial autonomy that determines the capability of local
governments to obtain their financial resources through their
own means and without recourse to, or dependency on, other
governments that either at the same or higher level as they are.

Other scholar also maintains that a local government’s
financial autonomy resides in its freedom to impose local
taxation, raise revenue within its assigned sources, allocate its
financial and material resources, and determine and authorize
its annual budget without external interference. Fiscal
decentralization has become imperative for local governments
as the basis for making independent decisions about the
provision of public services [9]. It grants them discretion over
revenue-raising, confers responsibility for expenditure and
revenue, and involves a system of intergovernmental transfers
and borrowing [10]. Financial autonomy and the extent of
fiscal decentralization can be measured in terms of three
further dimensions: revenue-raising power; spending
responsibilities; and budgetary discretion.

The first dimension, revenue-generating power, pertains to
the right and the ability to determine funding sources and the
amount of financial resources. It involves the freedom to
decide on local tax and fee rates as well as on the way the
revenues are utilized [11]. The amount of internal resources at
the disposal of local governments is essential for financing at
least  their = mandatory  expenditures [12].  The
own-revenue-raising power available to local governments is
thus of especial importance [13]. Where local governments
cover a large portion of their budgets from internal revenue
sources, this enables them to make more efficient and
independent spending decisions [14]. With regard to the
allocation external revenue from intergovernmental transfers,
the local government’s revenue autonomy can be assessed by
examining the participation of local units in the shared
financial institutions that decide upon revenue-sharing

formulae as well as the utilization of transferred resources [15].

The second dimension of financial autonomy — expenditure
power — relates to the right and the capability of local
governments to determine the nature and magnitude of overall

local public expenditure. Yilmaz et al. [16] make A similar
argument is that a local government’s expenditure
responsibilities are an indicator of the extent to which it is
capable of responding to local needs. The third dimension of
financial autonomy is local government’s budgetary
discretion to balance revenue against expenditure needs by
way of preparing and approving a budget.

Normatively, decentralization is expected to improve
service delivery inasmuch as it bestows administrative and
financial capacities and decision-making powers on
lower-level public institutions. Whether decentralization —
considered in terms of its political, administrative and
financial dimensions — has put local governments in a position
to render optimal public services like water worth researching.

2.2. Water Governance Models

Global Water Partnership (GWP) proposes two principles for
effective water governance: governance approach that needs
to be transparent, inclusive, equitable, coherent and
integrative; and the performance that needs to be accountable,
efficient, responsive and sustainable [17].

Three different models of water governance models are
evident in the literature [18, 19]. Heller [20], for example,
identifies three models of urban water governance. The first is
the authoritarian model that barely involves the
local/municipal government and local community in the
provision of water supply services. In this model, the
local/municipality has a weak control and participation in
water services. The second is the local autonomy model that
explicitly recognizes the participation of local community and
downward accountability of the municipal authority to the
public. The third is an integrated model that contains the
shared management of water supply services by the state,
local/ municipality and community. This model boldly
recognizes “the complex set of interdependent relationships”
for water supply services [21], and the participation of all
relevant stakeholders ranging from state, civil society to the
market. According to the integrated model, water supply
service delivery cannot be met by a single level of government
and decentralization cannot be a panacea for the provision of
urban water supply services. Rather, urban water supply
service a subject of both adequate decentralization and
multilevel institutional cooperation and partnership.

This third model, which is increasingly represented as
integrated Water Resource management approach (IWRM),
advocates that the management of water from economic,
social and environmental perspectives, and the participation of
user communities [22]. Rees puts the IWRM as an explicit
recognition to “the complex set of interdependent
relationships” for urban water supply services. In this
perspective, the concept of water governance has shifted from
bureaucratic hierarchies to governance networks [23]. IWRM
considers all water services, sources, stakeholders, and
impacts in order to create the best possible outcome in the
urban water management. Rees argues that this approach is
about the creation of institutional framework within which
water relevant roles and functions are to be performed at
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appropriate scales.

Therefore, under the IWRM approach, decentralization is
not the panacea for the provision of water supply services. On
the one hand, as Rees puts, the decentralized urban water
management presumes demand oriented provision, greater
accountability and technical flexibility. On the other hand, for
the decentralized urban water services to operate there is a
need for strong strategic and regulatory framework and
institutions that promote cooperation and coordination.
Accordingly, urban water governance involves duties and
responsibilities that transcend jurisdictional boundaries of the
urban local governments and coordination of the functional
boundaries of water utilities.

3. Decentralization and Institutional
Contexts for Urban Water Supply
Service in Ethiopia

3.1. Urban Local Governments in the Decentralization
Processes of Ethiopia

Local governments in general, and urban local governments
in particular, are not among the federating units of nations,
nationalities and peoples that comprise the federation of
Ethiopia. Nonetheless, the Constitution implicitly envisages
two ways of establishing local units. On the one hand, local
governments can be established for the purpose of ethnic
self-rule [24]. On the other hand, local government can be set
up for the sake of administrative convenience and public
participation [25]. Although the federal government can set
regulatory standards that influence local governments through
the formulation of general policies on national, social and
economic matters [26] as well as through the enactment of
proclamations such as that on urban land lease [27], urban
governments have been the operational competence of
regional governments. They (urban governments) are the
creations of ordinary statutes, not of regional constitutions
[28]. However, the regional governments cannot simply form
local governments as lower administrative units lacking
democratic elements but have the duty to establish such
governments on the basis of democratic principles [29].

Under the first phase of decentralization, which lasted from
1991 to 2001, there was little attention given to the “urban
agenda” in Ethiopia as the ruling party’s primary focus was on
‘rural agenda’ through the policy of Agricultural
Development Led to Industrialization (ADLI). By then, the
overwhelming revenue amounting to 54% of GDP was from
rural areas [30], and much of the political constituencies came
from the same [31], and the development discourse of the
period had subjected the urban biased development policy as a
reason for rural poverty in Ethiopia as suggested elsewhere for
emerging economies also. The relative lack of emphasis on
urban issues in the early decade of the Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) regime could also
be seen as a reflection of the lack of allegiance of the ethno
nationalists to the ‘city’, and EPRDF’s claim to the rural root.

Hence, the urban questions and policies to address urban
problems were relegated under the guise of rectifying the
hitherto urban biased policy. During this decade, a number of
institutional constraints related to financial and political
powers have challenged the urban local governments.
Particularly, the own revenue sources could not cover the
expenditure responsibilities and that made them dependent on
upper level governments.

The second phase of decentralization, which was embarked
upon in 2002, shows that the original intent of municipal
decentralization was to mobilize own revenue sources and
strengthen the capacity for addressing the needs of cities and
towns. This was part of an emphasis on harnessing and
prioritizing regional resources for rural development [32]. To
this end, the regional constitutions were revised to
decentralize and grant some political, administrative and
financial powers to district or municipal governments in
conformity with the national Sustainable Development and
Poverty Reduction Program. In the process, urban
administrations have been given the opportunity to prepare
and implement their development plans. Many studies [33, 34]
show that urban governance still struggles with the dual
accountability of serving the interests of the electorate, on the
one hand, and meeting the requirements of upper-level
governments, on the other. Furthermore, most of the decisions
on legal status and planning are made by the ruling party at
regional-state level and higher and passed down to the urban
centers.

Nonetheless, it was only in 2005 that the government came
up with the urban development policy (UDP), after the
problems of spontaneous and rapid urbanization reached its
climax. The policy was formulated to address the
socio-economic problems of the Ethiopian urban centers by
fostering rapid and sustainable development and ensuring
democracy and good governance [35]. The policy was
considered as the recognition for the potential contribution of
urban centers to the national economy, reaching up to 66% of
GDP [36]. The urban development packages like small-scale
enterprise schemes and the integrated housing developments
had been applied by the EPRDF to win back the support of the
urban residents particularly the youth, which the ruling party
lost to the opposition parties in 2005.

Rural or Woreda administration is constitutionally
recognized in the regional or sub-national constitutions. In
Oromia regional state, where the case study-Adama is found,
Oromia Regional State constitution of 2001 does not explicitly
express the status of urban localities. Cities or urban
administrations are not among the levels of government
created by the regional state constitution. In the period prior to
2002, urban local administrations were subsumed under
District (Woreda) and Zonal Administrations. This was,
however, changed in the period after 2001/2 with the
launching of second wave decentralization for the
implementation of development policy. A number of city
proclamations were issued by the regional state councils and
the Caffee created the city administrations through city
proclamations.
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Under Proclamation No 26/1999, for example, the city of
Adama was designated as ‘Special Zone.” This status made
Adama directly accountable to the Oromia region, and there
was no other administrative structure between the city and the
region. In 2003, the designation of Adama as town was
abandoned by the Proclamation No 65/2003. This
Proclamation sets the Council-Mayor model of municipal
governance for Adama [37]. Accordingly, the Mayor should
be elected by the City Council from among its members, and
the Mayor is accountable to the City Council and the President
of the Oromia region. This was later amended by
Proclamation No 116/2006 and the Mayor’s accountability to
the city council was abrogated, and the appointment and
accountability of the Mayor of Adama has been granted to the
President of the regional state of Oromia [38]. No doubt, the
appointment and upward accountability of the Mayor hinders
local democracy as the selection of the Mayor is not anchored
in the local electorates.

According to the Council-Mayor theory of municipal
governance, the Mayor is expected to be not only a politician
but also he/she must be a competent in public management [39,
40]. The practice in Adama [41], however, shows that the
Mayor has been in office primarily because of the loyalty to
the ruling party and regional executive. Neither urban
governance related experience nor relevance of their
profession attracted considerable attention in the appointment
of Mayors. Also, the model has resulted in neither strong
mayor nor strong council. Moreover, the appointment and
accountability mechanisms do not allow for stronger level of
institutionalization, as the key positions like the Mayor are
unstable and the institutional memories are perturbed by the
time this individual vacates from the position. This is
practically observed in the case of Adama because there has
been change of Mayors short of the tenurial five years’ period
of the City Councilors (one mayor has averagely served for
about six months since 2009).

3.2. Urban Water Policy and Institutional Frameworks of
Ethiopia

The Federal Constitution gives the federal government the
power to formulate water policies and regional states the
power to administer natural resources in accordance with
federal laws [42]. Accordingly, the federal government
formulated the Water Resources Management Policy (WRMP)
in 1999 and thereafter enacted Water Resources Management
Proclamation No. 197/2000 and Regulation No. 115/2005 to
implement it. The Proclamation underscores that all the water
resources of the country are the common property of the
Ethiopian people and state. To this effect, the
policies-cum-legal frameworks have established institutions
that play regulatory, supportive and overseeing roles and
institutions that are directly involved in implementation.

The overall objective of WRMP is to enhance the
well-being and economic productivity of the Ethiopian people
through the provision of adequate, reliable and clean water
supply and sanitation services [43]. The major principles of
the WRMP (1999) and the Water Sector Strategy (2001) are:

1) to develop ownership by lower tiers of government and
enhance the management autonomy of the lowest
possible levels;

2) to promote the involvement of all stakeholders;

3)to work towards full cost recovery by the urban
water-supply system so as to ensure that all water-supply
undertakings adequately address costs associated with
maintenance and operation and are based on
cost-recovery principles; and

4)to enhance urban water-supply through autonomous
bodies, that is, enterprises.

According to the Water and Sanitation Policy (2011), the
WRMP is underpinned by two priority actions: first,
implementing a “full cost recovery” policy by strengthening
the capacity and financial autonomy of urban water
enterprises; and, secondly, increasing the focus on water
resource sustainability by encouraging demand-management
approaches and reduction in unaccounted water usage. Under
the policy and legal frameworks, the Urban Water Supply
Service Enterprise (UWSSE) is meant to perform its functions
autonomously with very limited supervision and support from
the regional and federal governments. The UWSSE has also
been given the duty of covering all its service delivery charges
by collecting water tariffs from its customers, given that the
implementation of the water policy in urban areas hinges on
fair tariff ratings, the willingness of clientele to pay for
services, and efficient management of resources.

In terms of the WRMP and Water Sector Strategy, the
Ministry of Water and Energy (MoWE) is responsible for
formulating policies, strategies and action plans. It establishes
national standards on quality, water infrastructure and related
matters; and responsible for supervising the implementation
of water policy; and provides technical support for Regional
Water Bureaus [44]. As such, the Ministry has developed
strategies as well as national guidelines on water supply and
sewerage services. The Ministry is also in charge of
channeling donor funds in the sector to local government
entities.

4. Assessing the Water Supply Service
Delivery in Adama

4.1. Organizational Structure of Adama Water Supply
Service Enterprise

Whilst policy and programme formulation is the major
responsibility of the federal ministry, the councils of the
regional and sub-regional governments have the mandate to
formulate economic and social development policies without
prejudice to provisions of the Federal Constitution; and
regional states have adopted the federal policy on water there
is no separate regional water policy as such” [45].

The regions have been enacting proclamations, regulations
and directives with regard to the urban water supply services.
At regional level, Burecau of Water and Energy Resources
(BoWER) is an executive organ responsible for the
implementation of federal policies, strategies and action plans
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through adapting them to the specific conditions of the region.
In addition, Water Bureaus exercise regulatory duties
delegated to it by the Ministry. The duties of the BOWER
include: (1) to build the capacity of the lower water offices and
enterprises, (2) to contract out to private sector, set water
tariffs, construction of water schemes (spring developments,
small and large gravity schemes, motorized schemes,
boreholes and shallow wells), (3) to carry out regulatory duties
delegated by the of Ministry Water and Energy, and (4) to
study, design, supervise and regulate water projects and
exercise regulatory duties delegated by the Ministry. The
BoWER has the responsibility for ensuring the provision of
water supply services and to cooperate with the city and
woredas administrations.

In Oromia National Regional State (ONRS), the regional
Council (Caffee) has enacted the Proclamation No 78/2004 for
establishment of Urban Water Supply and Sanitation
Enterprise (herein after the Enterprise). This Proclamation
along with the Amendment Proclamation No 97/2005
provides for the organizational structure, duties and power of
the key organs of the Enterprise, accountability relationships
between the Enterprise, Water Management Board (WMB)
and the Regional Water Bureau, and financial mechanisms for
the Enterprise. WMB is the supreme body of the Enterprise
that follows and monitors the overall work of the enterprise
[46]. It has the power to examine and approve the annual work
program and budget of the enterprise, evaluate the financial
and performance reports of the enterprise, determine the
structure and salary of the staff of the Enterprise, select and
assign the manager of the Enterprise, and can study and amend
the rates of charges for the services that the Enterprise
provides [47].

Under Article 7 of the Proclamation 78/2004, the Board
functions as organization of several stakeholders at the city
level. The Proclamation specifies the number, role and sectors
from which the members of the WMB could be drawn.
Accordingly, the Mayor of the city is the Chairperson whereas
the Manager of the Enterprise serves as Secretary with
non-voting participation in the Board. This arrangement has
facilitated for the City Mayor to establish the Board as deemed
necessary. The other members of WMB include: one person
from Water Resource Bureau, one person from Health Office,
one person from Women’s Affairs Office, one person from
Finance and Economic Development of the city, one person
from Branch Office of Electric Power Corporation in the city,
one person from Education Office, and two persons from
customers of the Water Supply Enterprise.

Later, an Amendment Proclamation No 97/2005 to the
Proclamation 78/2004 has shifted the power of establishing
the WMB from the Mayor to the Bureau of Water and Energy
Development (BoWERD). Nowadays, it is the BoWERD
which establishes the WMB for 1%'and 2™ grade cities of the
region, and assigning the Chairperson of the WMB is the
mandate of the Bureau [48]. The composition of the members
of the Board remains the same. Adama being the first grade
city of Oromia, the WMB of Adama City Water Supply
Services Enterprise (ACWSSE) is accountable to BOWERD.

The ACWSSE is accountable to the Board established by the
Bureau. The Bureau in turn is accountable to the Regional
Cabinet which in turn is accountable to the Regional Council
or the Caffee. Thus, the legal and institutional framework for
the water service delivery in Oromia has set up long and
upward accountability mechanisms.

The Key informant [49] from ACWSSE notes that the
selection of the members of the WMB helps the political and
the party interference from both the city and regional actors.
For example, the Chairperson of the Adama WMB, Mr
Alemayehu Tegenu, was also the Federal Minister of Water
and Energy. This shows that the key decision makers in the
Board are also key politicians at the supra-local levels. The
Manager of the ACWSSE is appointed by the Board and is
accountable to the same [50]. He or she has the duty to
implement the decision of the board; and can employ, manage,
and terminate the employment of the workers of the Enterprise
and perform other duties as assigned to him/her by the board
[51]. In principle, the Manager of the Enterprise is expected to
be appointed based on relevant water related education and
work experience. The appointment in the case of Adama City
Water Supply Enterprise, however, shows that the selection of
the Manager has been based on political membership and
affiliation to OPDO/EPRDF and/ or personnel networking
within the assigning committee, thus undermining the
technical and professional competences. Given the Manager is
selected based on the political affiliation than water related
skills, the Manager focuses on addressing the political issues
and interests of those who appointed him/her. Hence, the
Manager’s role is to “maintain power relationships with the
key decision-makers in the city and in regional level.” Also,
the lack of regular meetings of the Board delays the actions of
the manger on matters that require the decisions of the Board.
Inasmuch as the Manager is inclined to please politicians, it
has become difficult to separate the political from the
managerial activities. This condition has obscured the checks
and balances between the regulator and the service provider.

4.2. Water Supply Service Versus Demand in Adama

The pipe water service for Adama had begun during the
Italian period. The Italians had dug two deep wells at Malka
Hida on the bank of Awash River, 11km to the South East of
the City towards the Wanji Sugar factory. The Italians helped
to provide piped water from this river and the municipal office
of Adama was also created by the Italians [52, 53]. Initially,
when the first protected water source was founded for Adama,
the number of customers were 8185. However, in the middle
of 1970s, the population of Adama exceeded 100, 000. Ten
boreholes at Melka Hida ground water field were sources of
fresh drinking water for the city until it was shifted to surface
water source constructed on Awash in 2002 [54]. Beyond the
incapacity to meet the rising water demands, the inability to
meet the demand, the water supply from Malka Hida
boreholes were abandoned due to the problem of high fluoride
concentration which varied from 2 to 8 mg/l and the
concentration of fluoride in the distribution system was about
5 mg/l. This fluoride content is beyond the WHO standard
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(1.5mg/liter) and it had seriously damaged the health (bone
and teeth) of the consumers [55].

At present, the principal source of drinking water supply
for the city of Adama is River Awash which is located west
of the City of Adama, about 16 km from the central office.
Besides, some of the old boreholes within the city have been

made active to supplement the existing water supply from
Awash treatment plant. The average output ranges from
19000m’ to 20,000m’ per day while the demand ranges from
35,000m’ to 36, 000m’ per day. The city is the second largest
in terms of the number of water customers, next only to Addis
Ababa.

Table 1. Customers of Adama Water Supply Services from 2011 to 2015.

Fiscal Years

Types of Connections

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Private domestic 26,794 29,651 31,203 38,400 39,120 43,819
Commercial Industrial 654 847 697 N/A N/A 740
Government Institutions 1675 1570 1761 1761 N/A 1325
Public Fountains 146 152 190 187 198 202
Total water connections 29,276 32,220 33,851 36,543 39321 46,086

(Source: Adama City Water Supply Service Enterprise, 2016)

As Table 1 above illustrates, the Enterprise states that the
customers of the water supply are more than 46,000 with
about 45 liter/day/capita. The water supply system was
designed to process and deliver drinking water at the flow rate
of 330 I/s. But the actual rate ranges from 250 /s to up to 280
1/s while the demand as of the 2016 is 550 1/s [56]. But the
BoWERD standard for water supply for the city of Adama is
80 Littre/ capita/ day. The Enterprise [57] estimates that the
total population of the city and its surrounding for which it has

to provide water service is 440,000. The Projected population
of Adama alone is 356,000. If we take the daily production to
be 20,000m® and compute the coverage of water supply for
Adama city, the estimate of water coverage is 56.18% i.e.
nearly half of the population could not access water. However,
coverage figures are inflated to 74%. Table 2 below clearly
shows the gap in the water demand and actual water delivered
in the city.

Table 2. Adama City Water Production, Demand and Supply from 2011 to 2015.

Fiscal Years

Description Unit

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Water supplied M’ 33 4.9 55 5.87 6.4 7.1
Water demanded M’ 4.8 9.13 10.95 12.41 12.75 13.14
Leakage % 25 40 35 35 21 20
coverage % 74 90 80 73 70 70
Length of water lines km 200 2353 348.03 360.38 366.5 390

(Source: Adama City Socio-Economic Profile of the City 2016)

4.3. Adama Water Enterprise Capacity: Structure, Staffing
and Finance

As Mr Tagay, the Head of the Human Resources
Management and Logistics puts, the ACWSSE has no severe
human capacity problems. He notes that the existing human
resource is enough for the organizational structure developed
by the BOWME. Most of the workers are qualified, and some
are even more than qualified as to the needs of the
organization. Hence, pursuant to the structure set by the

Bureau, the bureaucracy is occupied by professional personnel.

An expert [58] in the ACWSSE, however, stresses that there
has been a problem of placing the right person at the right
place. For example, positions of planning and budget are not
occupied by the economists. Besides, although the structural
set up of the Enterprise requires electrical and mechanical
engineers, there are no qualified staffs in this regard. It also
lacks adequate incentives to hold the highly skilled personnel.
The Enterprise pays ETB 7168 for an engineer, and this is
found to be unattractive for an Engineer [59].

Table 3. Educational Level of the Staffs of Adama Water Enterprise.

Qualification No of staff
Above first Degree 3

First Degree 52
Diploma 6
Certificate 3

Level 1 to 4 117

Others 53

Total 234

(Source: Human Resource Unit, ACWSSE December 2016)

Financial Capacity

Primarily, the source of finance for the UWSSE is the
enterprise itself. The Enterprise should administer itself by its
own fund [60]. Accordingly, the source of fund for the
enterprise [61] includes: water sales and charges, loan,
donation and grant both in cash and in kind assigned by the
administration of the town and other sources of fund.

Also, “the regional government may grant necessary
support for the establishment and expansion of water supply
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services by assessing their capacity.” In this line, funds for
Adama —-Mojo Project fund come from loan, regional

government grant, city administration donation and the
Enterprise’s contribution.

Table 4. Adama City Water Enterprise Revenue and Expenditure Performance from 2009 to 2015.

Fiscal year Total Revenue Direct Production Costs Total Expense (the general administrative overhead cost) Net income
2009 23,440,422.00 8,091,235.00 9,665,830.00 5,683,357
2010 38,312,340.00 9,686,543.00 8,103,514.00 20,522,283
2011 37,778,356.00 11,413,494.00 12,420,841.00 13,944,021
2012 45,967,423.43 16,967,846.43 12,647,225.44 21,919,774.92
2013 52,921,351.53 13,881,958.41 21,269,736.92 14,674,768.18
2014 62,622,056.64 19,492,095.87 17,222,263.54 25,907,697.24
2015 57,306,357.06 15,832,918.08 26,874,875.73 14,598,563.25

(Source: ACWSSE Finance Administration Unit, August 2017)

The revenue of the Enterprise has been increasing from year
to year. The net income of the Enterprise, however, has not
been increasing. This is because the direct cost of production
and the general administrative costs were steadily increasing.
Over the last seven years, the Enterprise has averagely raised
ETBA45, 478329.5229 as revenue and the average expense
during the same period was ETB29, 081482.4886. It is
however important to note that there is no financial capacity
for the Enterprise to respond to the increasing water demands
by expanding the water resources and infrastructures.

As part of the water supply service expansion in the city of
Adama, the contribution of the regional government has been
about ETB100, 897, 579.81 million each year over the last
five years. Hence, the Enterprise mostly depends on other
sources of funds rather than on its own revenues [62]. The cost
recovery principle has so far made the enterprise
self-sufficient for recurrent and smaller maintenance and
operation activities.

Apart from the structural, human resource and financial
factors, the political context in which service provider and
users operate influences water supply system. In this case, the
members of the key decision making body-the Board- and
core process owners have been the political actors. The
political class was hardly critical about the service provision
capacity of the staff. One seldom witnesses the imposition of
sanctions for inappropriate service and rewards for efficient
performance. On the other hand, the key informant [63]
understands the relationship between water users and the
government as follows: if the government cannot solve the
problem of water availability in Adama city, we should not let
it to govern us.

The lack of clear separation between the policy makers and
service providers, as both are politically networked, has
affected the ability of policy makers to hold providers
accountable. Autonomy for the Board is not possible.
Furthermore, users should also know how factors such as
capacity, federal and regional government legislation and
directives, government restrictions on autonomous decision
making limit the ability of the providers to meet users demand.
Although the Oromia Regional Bureau of Water has the power

to determine the form and structure the Enterprise, fund the
expansion of water supply services and employ its
professional Expertise solely to enable the Enterprise, the
reality is that Enterprise lacks autonomy in terms of
institutional, structural and financial factors.

It has been widely noted that fiscal decentralization could
allow local governments to charge for water services, which in
turn can enhance the local policy makers’ accountability to
citizens. On the opposite case, without access to enough
revenues from the clients, the service provider depends on the
policymakers for fiscal resources to maintain service
provision and in this way the local accountability may be
harmed.

4.4. Water Supply Service and Urbanization of Adama

According to the information from ACWSSE, a total of
35,000 visitors come to Adama each day from four directions,
and about 5000 people spend their night in the city. Beyond
the residents of the city, Adama has been a destination or
transit a number of daily visitors in the form of passengers,
tourists, conference participants and others who are usually in
the rise. Above all university and colleges students and their
tutors, and many incomers from the surrounding areas add up
to the number of usual residents which give rise to above
400,000 people [64].

As the head of the technical design unit of ACWSSE puts,
the water supply from Awash was designed for 25 years.
There were 160,912 persons when the project was constructed
and the Adama city population forecast was estimated at
287,169. At the time of inauguration only 50% the water
produced was demanded. The water supply from Koka had
satisfied the water demands of the population for five
consecutive years. Thereafter, the water project, which was
meant for 20 years, could not meet the demand of the
population even for half of the design period. Instead, the
demand has increased by 30% in a decade, and the water
produced by the Awash Treatment Plant could not meet the
demand.
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(Source: Sketched by Researcher based on the Data from Adama Water Supply Enterprise, 2017)

Figure 1. Adama City Existing Water Pipeline Distribution System.

As the Figure 1 above shows, the peripheral built up areas
of the town are beyond the reach of pipelines. Water
customers go far off distances in search of water and carry it
along and also spend much time even in queuing up near the
water taps.

Moreover, the expected distributional length of the water
supply network in the city is 1000km but the actual length of
the distributional line is 2016473km, as of 2016. Even Worse,
the existing distributional line did not appropriately work. The
senior hydraulics Engineer [65] underscores that part of the
water distributional problem is due to the problem of design in
the pressure zones of the water supply system. The Pressure
Zones were not separately studied and water couldn’t flow as
expected. Furthermore, prior to the establishment of the
Awash treatment plant, the average percentage of leakage was
37% but now averagely 25% of the water produced has been
lost because of leakage problem [65].

4.5. Ecological Factors of the Awash Catchment

Ecological factors- nature of water source in the
catchment, soil character and flooding- of the Awash
catchment area have been constraining the water supply
services to Adama city. The highly degraded nature of the
Awash catchment (Akaki catchment, Mojo Adama
catchment and Adama Wanji catchment) and the water
characteristics of the area have reduced the capacity of the
system. The Awash catchment is highly degraded. Silt
concentration is high and detection take longer time than
expected hampering the production of water. The catchment
transports alluvial deposits easily. Hence, the soil of Adama
catchment has been subjected to flooding. Flooding has
exposed the water pipes to the external damages. The surface
water of Awash contains up to 40% iron, and this has caused
rusting of water pipes [66].
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4.6. Institutional Coordination and Stakeholders
Involvement in Adama Water Supply Service

Under the water policy and institutional frameworks of
Ethiopia, water service provision is not restricted to one level
of government or institution. Rather multiple actors and
institutions are involved in the water service provisioning. In
this perspective, the subsequent sections; first, discusses the
nature of relations between the water enterprise of the city and
regional water bureau. It then examines the relation between
the Adama city water enterprise and the urban land planning
and municipality of Adama city Administration. It finally
analyzes how the institutional coordination works between
Adama city water enterprise and the related service sectors.

4.6.1. Vertical Relation Between the Water Bureau and the
Enterprise

The Bureau of Water and Energy Resources Development
of Oromia (BoWERD) has been given the key regulatory
powers over the urban water supply services. The Bureau has
the power [67] to: 1) follow up that the services provided by
the Enterprise is in accordance with the federal Water
Resource Management Policy and laws of Ethiopia; 2) create
favorable conditions that enable the enterprise to get the
necessary support from the government and NGOs in the form
of loans, grants and gifts; 3) finalize the water tariff
recommended by the Enterprise as a whole, amend or reject,
or implement the rectified tariff, and 4) to issue necessary
directives [68].

The Bureau is also involved in the urban water governance
in the sense that the enactment of the amendment
Proclamation No 97/2005 grants the power to choose the
Chairman of the urban water management Board to the
Bureau. Moreover, Water project is one of the areas that
demand coordination of jurisdiction, expertise and resources.
In this perspective, the BOWERD has the mandate of building
capacity, support and approve funds for the water projects;
and the Bureau is supposed to take the lead in planning,
monitoring and evaluation of urban water supply projects. The
Bureau approves water projects funds, while the Enterprise
works as source of information, facilitation and participation
in the water projects. Thus, the regional BOWERD has been
granted the responsibility to do overall regional water
resources planning and designing of water projects which are
beyond the capabilities of the local units [69].

In terms of mandate, the urban water enterprise has no
power to enforce contractors of water projects. This has made
the enterprise unable to resolve the problem of design and the
implementation because the contract agreement on water
project is the mandate of the Bureau. The informant [70] has,
for example, underlined that a water reservoir was constructed
at Ganda Haara (Bole) of the Adama city for about ETB 7.3
million. The enterprise has not approved the completion of
this Reservoir because the reservoir could not hold water. The
same informants have underscored that the water project fails
because of the failure of the follow up of the technical
specification and inadequate human resource on the part of the
consultant (private or public).

Urban water supply projects were seen as tool for political
support and gaining vote banks. Two conditions that have
attracted the attention of city and regional leaders alike: water
crises and periods of election campaign. Both of these
conditions were derived by the need for maintaining political
support which all the key decision makers at all levels want to
retain. Demonstratively, the water supply projects have been
either launched or inaugurated during election campaign. The
support from Bureau, therefore, came as firefighting strategy
at times of water crises and at moments when urban water
problems reach political flashpoints. For example, to resolve
the acute problem of water shortage in Adama city in 2015,
this was the year for the fourth national election in the political
landscape of Ethiopia, the Enterprise, Adama city
Administration and BoOWERD had shown collaboaration. In
the fiscal year 2014/15, the Koka Water Project expansion was
launched with total outlay of ETB 302,739,973.23. The
Enterprise, Adama city Administration and BoWERD
contributions accounted for 25%, 25% and 50%, respectively
[71]. Similarly, the Adama Mojo water project also brought
the collaboration between the Bureau, the City and the
Enterprise. To this end, ETB 905million is the loan from
African Development Bank, ETB 79.9million from the
Regional state of Oromia, ETB 55.8million is from Adama
City Administration and ETB 23.96 million is from the
Enterprise.

4.6.2. Lateral Coordination Between the Enterprise,
Municipality and the City

Article 8 of the Proclamation No 65/2003, a regional statute
for establishing of urban local governments in Oromia,
mentions water and sewerage service as part of the
municipalities service provision in the region. But
Proclamation No. 78/2004 for the establishment of urban
water supply service enterprise separates the water supply
service from the municipal services. Under the Proclamation
78/2004 till the enactment of the amendment Proclamation
97/2005, the urban water management was chaired by the
Mayor. This was later changed and the selection of the
chairperson of the water management Board is the mandate of
the BOWERD of Oromia, not of the city. This has made the
formal and structural connection between the urban water
supply enterprise and the city administration. In the case of
Adama, the Mayor is one of the members of the water
management Board. But the legal framework does not oblige
the Mayor to be a member of the water management Board.
The chairperson of this Board is by the BOWERD.

The stories from the key informants showed that instead of
supporting the capacity building of the Enterprise, the
Municipality has been belittling the Enterprise in terms of
decision making and financial contributions. On the financial
side, the Enterprise state that the municipality has been
reluctant to pay for the damages of the water pipelines caused
by them. For example, in the year 2014/15, the Enterprise had
incurred up to ETB 20 million due to the municipality’s
destruction of water pipelines. Subsequently, the Enterprise
had planned to collect about ETB 20,607,750.71 from the
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Municipality but it was not credited [72]. Instead of forcing
the municipality to pay for the destruction it has brought to
water utility lines, the Enterprise manager started repairing the
water lines using the enterprise’s budget. On the decision
making side, the manager of the Enterprise could not force the
municipality to pay for the destructions it had brought to the
water pipelines as the manager and the Mayor gloss over the
issue with same party line accountability. In addition, the
manager of the wurban water enterprise’s unofficial
accountability to the Mayor of the city demonstrates the
political significance of the managerial position than
professional value. Nonetheless, the city administrator shows
up its collaboration with Adama city water supply enterprise
at times when the urban water crises affect the political

support of the people to OPDO and ramifications of the water
crises on governing the city and city’s relation to the regional
government.

4.6.3. Relations Between the Enterprise and Electric Power
Corporation (ELPCo)

In the views of the service providers, the interruption of
electrical power has hugely impacted the water supply system
in the city of Adama. There was power interruption for about
196 hours in 2015, and 160,720m’ (196*820m’) water was not
produced due the interruption. Nonetheless, the Enterprise has
been paying huge money to Electric Power Corporation every
year as part of its direct water production costs.

Table 5. Trends of Direct Water Production Costs.

Direct Production Costs

Fiscal Year . - - Total % Share of Electricity
Electricity Chemicals Diesel
2009 4,214,443.00 3,769,758.00 107,034.00 8,091,235.00 52.08
2010 4,494,196.00 5,095,593.00 96,754.00 9,686,543.00 46.39
2011 4,893,099.00 6,504,546.00 15,849.00 11,413,494.00 42.87
2012 5,491,289.98 10,986,570.03 489,986.42 16,967,846.43 32.36
2013 5,133,697.67 8,660,018.00 88,242.74 13,881,958.41 36.98
2014 12,231,194.21 7,125,490.98 135,410.68 19,492,095.87 62.75
2015 11,812,514.61 3,946,866.04 73,537.43 15,832,918.08 74.60

Source: Computed by Researcher from ACWSSE August 2016

From 2009 to 2015, averagely about 50% of the direct
production costs were due to the payment made for electric
power consumption. According to the expert explanation [73],
the standard land use plan for utilities including water,
telecommunication and electricity is 4m wide. Because of the
lack of coordination and integration of their activities, there
have been problems of destruction of supply lines one by the
other.

5. Conclusion

This study has examined decentralization and the
functioning of urban local governments with reference to
water-supply service delivery. The study found out that
decentralized urban governance of Adama has not been
effective in the delivery of water supply services. A number
of factors have contributed to this situation of ineffective
decentralization.

Firstly, Adama city lacks legal and institutional security
which paved the way for a dependent political power relation
between the city and the regional state of Oromia. This could
also be interpreted as a means by which the political elites at
the regional level control the city through political means from
above.

Secondly, the power to determine the structure, human
resources and funding of urban water-supply projects is
granted to regional state government, whereas the
responsibility to provide water-supply service is given to
urban local government. Although the function of
water-supply service delivery is located at the city level, it is

the regional water bureau that has meaningful technical and
financial capacities.

Indeed, it has been the Regional Water Bureau that
determines the structure of the enterprise and undertakes
capacity-building tasks; as for the enterprise, it cannot
escape control by the Bureau, which often comes in the form
of technical and financial support. Furthermore, the supreme
organ of the wurban water-supply enterprise — the
management board — is established by the Water Bureau, to
which it is accountable; the Bureau in turn is accountable to
the regional cabinet, itself accountable to the regional state
council. This not only creates a long accountability route but
precludes the local city council from this same accountability
route.

The logic of decentralization could have empowered the
technical department of the local water-supply enterprise to
carry out design upgrading, but the enterprise could not
perform such functions because it lacks the mandate and
capacity to do so. Instead, it relies on the expertise and
material support of the Regional Water Bureau and beyond.
Even worse, the revenue that the enterprise collect could not
make the Enterprise design or redesign water projects because
the internal revenue only covers recurrent expenditure and
small operational and maintenance costs. It cannot cover
additional  water  infrastructural  expansion. = Weak
revenue-raising capacity is hence a barrier to a water
supply-service that is more responsive to the changing nature
of the demand for water supply. Thus, the evidence from the
city of Adama shows that the enterprise cannot function
autonomously because its capacity to deliver urban water
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service is undermined by the lack of the required human,
material and financial resources at the local level.

Thirdly, decentralized urban governance has not led to
effective urban water-service delivery compatible with the
pace of urbanization of Adama. The city has been undergoing
rapid but mostly informal urbanization. Consequently, the
city’s physical expansion has already gone beyond the
pressure zones for the water supply distribution system-
meaning that water supply does not reach the municipal
boundary.

Fourthly, through the establishment of urban water-supply
service delivery in the form of the ‘enterprise model’ was
meant to reduce the influence of politics on the management
and delivery of water, politics has remained the key factor
influencing water-supply services in the city of Adama. In fact,
water problems cannot be addressed solely by the enterprise’s
manager and professionals but inevitably involve the
power-holders or authorities who set priorities and allocate
resources at national, regional and local levels. The problem,
however, is the lack of clear boundary between those who
control the implementation of their decisions and those who
implement or engage in service provision. The exposition to
this is that the Enterprise manager focuses on clientelist
relation with the upper level Board and Bureau rather than
with the local community. The hierarchical political culture
along with the upward accountability of the Enterprise
manager has reinforced the influence of political factors from
above.

Finally, Ethiopia’s urban water policy and institutional
frameworks make multilevel institutional cooperation — along
both the vertical and horizontal dimensions — a matter of
necessity rather than choice in securing the provision of water
supply services. However, such coordination arises only when
there is a water crisis and it becomes politically expedient as a
firefighting strategy. Barring the city’s water supply enterprise
unofficial political accountability to the mayor of the city,
there is no structural and legal connection between mayor and
the city’s water enterprise. Instead, it is through the party
channel or personal relationships that they are connected,
given that both of them are affiliated to the same ruling party
and are also members of the enterprise’s management board,
where they meet to make decisions about water-supply
services. The municipality is, for example, expected to pay for
any damage it causes to water pipelines, but this seldom
happens, seeing as there are no formal rules that obligate the
mayor to do so. This shows that there is a lack of clear lines of
institutional communication between the water enterprise and
the city administration; it also shows that the enterprise model
of water-supply service is deficient in that it fails to anticipate
the inevitability of institutional interconnection between the
enterprise and the city.

In a nutshell, neither the decentralized urban governance
nor the multilevel institutional coordination and stakeholder
involvement is sufficient to deliver effective urban
water-supply services. Therefore, this study argues that
decentralization could resolve the problem of water-supply
services if local governments are endowed with the capacity to

match the functional responsibilities granted to them. The
implication is that for the urban local government to deliver
effective water-supply service, the decentralization process
needs to ensure adequate local capacity and effective
coordination and partnership between the multilevel water
institutions and stakeholders.
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