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Billions lack safe drinking water in the home (United Nations, 2018; WHO and UNICEF, 2017).  

Informal water vendors often step in to fill the gaps where piped supplies are absent or 

unreliable, making a potentially important contribution to SDG 6. Yet their informality makes 

such markets challenging to measure, monitor, and understand.  Existing studies are confined to 

partial coverage and static snapshots at a specific place and time.  Rapidly growing Kenyan cities 

and towns present an important setting for advancing measurement and understanding of 

informal water markets. Diverse forms of water vending extend coverage, fill gaps and create 

novel blended models of formal and informal water service delivery for the poor.   Distinct 

markets for source water and water delivery (tanker trucks, motorcycles, and pushcarts) have 

emerged but their dynamics are uncharted. We advanced high-frequency, low-cost, and spatially 

explicit tools to measure and map the vending network and its evolution. Over a period of seven 

weeks, we document the volume, price, and spatial patterns of water supplied by informal 

markets, and we examine how these patterns relate to disruptions in the formal water supply. In 

particular, we focus on how the different suppliers of water – the utility, government, NGOs, 

communities, large institutions, and private individuals – form hybrid institutions to face water 

supply shocks and challenges.  Our research has implications for resilient development by 

charting the emergence of informal markets and their co-evolution with formal systems in the 

provision of water services, withstanding rapid urbanization, devolution, and extreme weather 

(Duit, 2015). 
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