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Universal access to water, SDG 6.1, is estimated to come with a hefty price tag of $141 billion in 

capital costs. Recurring O&M for basic WASH services will rise from US$ 4.2 billion per year 

to US$ 31.1 billion per year by 2030, outweighing capital costs for basic WASH services by 1.4 

times as estimated by the World Bank. Yet funding for sustained service delivery regularly takes 

a back seat to demands for new water infrastructure, leading to low rates of functionality -  

Oxford University estimates that 30-50% of all water pumps installed in Africa are broken in the 

first 18 months.  

 

Digging deeper into the funding models, functionality of infrastructure, and expenditures of four 

small-town utilities in low, middle, and high-income countries, we quantify the gap between the 

full lifecycle costs of water infrastructure and associated revenues of water services. We find that 

the presumption of local financial sustainability of water supplies in low-income countries is not 

matched by the reality of how water services are delivered in high-income countries. 

 

Whether a utility provider in rural northwest Kenya, a peri-urban Cambodian water supply 

company, an Ethiopian regional capital’s utility or the utility of the City of Boulder, Colorado - 

all water is subsidized. Water customers in these locations, regardless of their income levels and 

quality of service, are not paying the full cost of the water services they enjoy, ranging from $30 

to $230 USD in missing revenue per customer each year. When that financing gap isn’t filled – 

whether by government or donor subsidies, water providers are unable to pay for major 

maintenance and put off much-needed minor maintenance as well. 

 

Additional findings include the inaccuracy of national expenditures as a benchmark for utility 

expenditures with implications for financing global development goals and a discussion on the 

applicability of life cycle costing tools for global comparisons.


