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ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyses the development of urban water supply and sanitation services in Ghana 

from 1909 to 2005.  Special focus is put on institutional arrangements with regard to 

networked, large scale and centrally managed water and sewerage services. The national and 

international historical context is highlighted as a way to understand policy redirections in the 

sector. Further on, the concept of frames is used as an analytical tool in order to put light on the 

assumptions, arguments and reasons behind institutional reforms.  

The thesis finds that it was not until the water and sanitation challenge was framed from a 

productivity perspective, as opposed to a pure humanitarian “health frame”, that funds were 

released for investments in WSS infrastructure. To begin with, development strategies were 

largely focussed on “filling the gaps” in terms of manpower, technical and financial resources. 

As the water challenge was increasingly framed as a matter of managing scarcity, a new thinking 

gradually emerged which emphasized entrepreneurship, business mindedness and management 

skills as a way to achieve more efficiency within the sector. This development was also paralleled 

by a shift in the favoured organisational structure from an extremely centralised state utility 

model to a gradual focus on decentralisation and unbundling of the sector. Here a strong focus 

was put on private sector participation in urban water supply whereas the non-commercially 

viable task of sewerage development was decentralised to local authorities. The study finds that 

formal institutional change in the sector has been largely donor driven. However, the 

privatisation element of the recent urban water sector reform did not go unquestioned and a 

strong opposition movement concerned with the possible negative effects of privatisation was 

formed. Eventually the initial lease arrangement was transformed into a management contract 

where its signing was brought to closure in 2005.  

Besides changing frames strong elements of continuity in the urban water supply and 

sanitation sector development in Ghana are identified. Historical evidence demonstrate that 

urban water delivery was a highly political issue in Ghana already during colonial times which, 

just as today, was closely connected to the framing of water as independence and national 

integrity. The issue of finance and pricing has remained a constant concern and so the debate 

cannot be categorized as a novel issue that solely emanates from neo-liberal political trends 

during the 1980’s and 1990’s. The thesis argues that a legacy of a colonial frame tends to 

continue normalising inequalities in access and consumption.  Continuity can also be found in a 

neglect of the issue of sanitation which persistently lags behind the development of water 

distribution. The dissertation concludes that the perceived space for policy alternatives in 

Ghanaian WSS sector development has been largely constrained by the historical context and 

contemporary development theories. Therefore, to constantly strive towards a frame reflective 

policy dialogue is strongly encouraged as a way for policy planners and decision makers to make 

well informed decisions for the future.  

 

Keywords: Ghana, urban water supply, sanitation, institutional change, policy 

development, frames, private sector participation, economic history 
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PREFACE 

During my first visit to Ghana, I stayed in Adenta, an area in the outskirts of 
Accra, which then was poorly served in terms of public water delivery. 
Although the house that I shared with two other people was connected to the 
public water network, we did not receive water in the taps more than once in 
9 weeks. Of course one cannot survive without water, so I kept on buying 
water from the vendors that came to fill up big tanks in our backyard. 
However, since I was told that it was not safe for drinking purposes, I 
purchased bottled water as well. A great deal of money was spent on water 
that winter. Doubtlessly, for those who depend on informal water providers 
all year around, other necessary expenses are sacrificed to be able to cater for 
an average family’s water needs.   

Finding my way through the Ghanaian society I finally located the 
institutions in charge of formal urban water delivery and the related sector 
stakeholders. While listening to what they had to say about the challenges to 
the urban water and sanitation sector in Ghana I gradually realized that 
there were several parallel stories told on the same topic; underlying their 
stories were different understandings of the same phenomena. This insight 
inspired me to pursue that particular study - on different stories of meaning.  

To begin with my deepest and heart full thanks goes to all of you in Ghana, 
in one or another way involved in the countries water and sanitation sector 
work, who spent your valuable time explaining and discussing the urban 
water and sanitation situation with me. Without your help and efforts this 
study would not have been possible. I hope this book can contribute to pay 
back some of that debt I owe to you all.  

Apart from my interviewees, many other people also helped out, showed 
me around and made the “obroni” feel very welcome in their country. John 
Koku at the Department of Geography and Resources Development at the 
University of Ghana, welcomed me to his department, helped out with 
numerous practical matters and opened up his wonderful family in the Volta 
region to me. The International Water Management Institute in Accra 
provided a warm and welcoming academic environment during my second 
stay in Ghana. Special thanks here to Pay Drechsel and Liqa Rachid-Sally for 
the interest you have showed in my work and for continuing to help out as I 
have been far away from the field.   

Having someone believing in you definitely makes a big difference. For 
this I want to thank my supervisors. I am most grateful to my main 
supervisor, Lena Andersson-Skog, who first encouraged me to apply for this 
PhD position. Thank You Lena, for showing me that you believed in my 
project, for constantly and tirelessly telling me I could do it and for making 
writing into such a creative learning process by giving me the freedom to 
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develop my own ideas while still managing to keep me on track! Fredrik 
Anderson as an assistant supervisor, provided valuable and much 
appreciated input in the process to finish my licentiate thesis, half way 
through. Urban Strandberg brought his great and positive energy into the 
project as an external examiner at my licentiate seminar. Later, as an 
assistant supervisor, he has remained a never ending source of inspiration 
and constructive criticism. Thank you Urban for being so generous with your 
time and effort! A warm Thanks also to Jan Ottosson for much appreciated 
support and friendly encouragement along the way. 

Numerous people have also read and commented on earlier versions of 
this text. I am indebted to all my colleagues at the Department of Economic 
History for taking time off for reading and discussing my drafts. During the 
last critical months, Klara Arnberg has suffered through hours of confused 
speculations about the nature of the development of water and sanitation 
sector services in Ghana. Thank You Klara for your tireless and constructive 
feed back!  

Outside the department Jesper Stage, Ellen Hillbom, David Nilsson, 
Marianne Kjellén and Jenny Appelblad have also read my texts and/or 
inspired my thinking on the development of urban water and sanitation 
services in Ghana in different ways. Thank you all for much appreciated 
input!  

Kaisa Raitio, at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences in Uppsala 
has made a large theoretical contribution to this study through our endless 
discussions on frames and institutions. Thank you Kaisa, for your generosity 
in sharing your sharp intellect and reading my texts, but most of all for being 
such a caring and close friend!  

I am indebted to Jan Erik Gustafson at the Royal Institute of Technology 
in Stockholm who first helped me to enter onto the “Ghana track”, to 
Christina Lundéhn formerly at Chalmers University of Technology who 
never hesitated to explain the engineering aspects of WSS management to 
me and to Samuel Appiah-Kubi for being so extremely helpful in arranging 
all the practical details before that first trip. Gareth Austin, at the LSE, 
prepared me with much good advice and information before my visit to the 
National Archives in Accra. Thank you all! 

During my time as a PhD Student I have also had the opportunity to take 
part of the research environment at the Nordic Africa Institute under their 
Study and PhD Scholarship programs. Here I especially want to thank Ilda 
Laurenco-Lindell for the interest you have showed in my work, for 
supportive comments and thought-provoking discussions. Many thanks also 
to Antonio Laurenco for helping out with my inquiries related to data 
collection and good guidance through the rich collections of the NAI library.  

To fellow PhD Students, former and present, at the Department of 
Economic History, you have provided great company during the not so very 
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glamorous days and nights when we struggled with our manuscripts! Warm 
and sincere thanks to all and every one of you for happy laughter, for 
interesting discussions and friendly encouragement.  

Gratitude also for money. Financial support from the Kempe foundation I 
and II, Umeå Centre for Tropical Research and Education and the Nordic 
Africa Institute have enabled me to carry out my field studies and participate 
in conferences during my time as a PhD Student.  

 
I saved my greatest debt till last. To dear friends, thank you for being there 

for me at critical moments and for filling my life with joy and delight! Some 
of you have also in a very direct way contributed to this piece of work 
through, reading, commenting and discussing this topic.  

To my wonderful family in-law in Umeå; my deepest gratitude to all of you 
for in so many different ways having helped me to reach this goal! To my 
dear and beloved family in Östergötland; my sister and her family and my 
parents who nurtured my interest for social science in the first place; Thank 
you, as always, for being here with me despite the distance, for your never 
ending support and for helping out in all possible and impossible ways 
whenever I needed it! 

To Johan and Tove, who constantly and every day reminded me that there 
are far more important things in life than any academic achievements; 
Thank you for your amazing patience. Thank you for bringing so much love 
and light.  

Anna Bohman, Umeå, March 22nd 2010 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The urban water and sanitation challenge  
Collective organisation of water and sanitation services goes to the very heart 
of the question of governance and how people get together to solve common 
problems. Therefore, taking a closer look at how water supply and sanitation 
(WSS) issues have been approached by humanity over time, can tell us 
something about society on a larger scale. Observing society through the 
water and sanitation lens can reveal something about the evolution of values, 
priorities and governance systems, in short the principles that are guiding 
social organisation.   

At the beginning of this millennium the world agreed, through the 
Millennium Development Goals, to reduce by half the proportion of people 
(from a 1990 level) who do not have access to improved water and sanitation 
until 2015.1 Whereas in 2008, WHO and UNICEF recorded a global progress 
towards the drinking water target it was also stated that on a regional level, 
sub-Saharan Africa is not keeping up with global trends.2 As for sanitation, 
neither world wide trends nor the sub-Saharan region are on course towards 
meeting the millennium development goal. Generally service coverage levels 
are higher in urban than rural areas however, huge and increasing challenges 
are now being imposed on low income cities by present day rapid rates of 
urbanisation. Looking ahead, forecasts tell that the West African sub region 
will have a majority of people living in cities just before 2020.3 These 
demographic trends have been accompanied by the growth of slums and 
large unplanned informal settlements where all basic infrastructure is 
lacking. Rapidly growing cities puts immense pressure on the utility 
providers and creates an ever increasing need for expansion of existing WSS 
infrastructure and production capacity in order to serve more people. At the 
same time, higher population densities lead to more concentrated 
contamination wherefore urban dwellers run high risks by using natural 
sources as alternatives to purified water. The African Water Development 
Report (2006) states that with present rates of natural urban growth 
combined with rural urban migration, WSS utilities have to run very fast just 
to maintain current service coverage levels.4 Therefore it is estimated that 

                                                             
1 The eight Millennium Development Goals are (I) Eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, (II) 
Achievement of universal primary education, (III) Promotion of gender equality and empowering  women 
(IV) Reducing child mortality (V) Improving maternal health, (VI) Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases, (VII) Ensuring environmental sustainability, and (VIII) Developing global partnership for 
development. The goal of  reducing by half the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and 
sanitation is part of the seventh goal  – ensuring environmental sustainability.    
2 WHO & UNICEF (2008). 
3 UN Habitat (2008), p. 11.  
4 UN-Water/Africa (2006), p. 31. 
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even with proportional progress, the absolute number of people without 
access to safe water and sanitation in the Sub Saharan region might actually 
grow by an additional 47 million by 2015.5  

The problems associated with poor access to water and sanitation services 
are very well known. Generally, UN Habitat (2008), points to a more 
widespread access to water supply and sanitation as the most crucial factor 
for poverty and inequality reduction in urban areas.6 As for health aspects, 
poor access to WSS is a major cause to child mortality, killing 1,5 million 
children under the age of five every year due to diarrhoeal diseases. These 
lives could easily have been saved by better sanitation, hygiene and clean 
water.7 Better access to WSS is also a question of gender equality since 
mainly women and female children spend hours every day to walk long 
distances to search for or to collect water. This time could instead be used for 
more productive purposes such as for school attendance or for income 
generating activities and thus empower women in low income countries from 
an economic, political and educational point of view.8 Furthermore, a regular 
water supply is fundamental to economic activity such as agricultural and 
industrial production and therefore is a key prerequisite for economic 
development.  

To sum up: there is hardly any dispute that water supply and sanitation 
play a crucial role in socio-economic development. What is at stake though, 
is how to best face the water and sanitation challenge, how to address the 
problem and what are best means to improve the situation for those in need. 
As will be argued in this study, WSS development is more than a value 
neutral and technical planning process. Neither have the institutional 
arrangements that organize production and distribution of WSS services, 
developed in any “intellectual vacuum”9. This can contribute to clarify why 
the water and sanitation crisis has been approached from a certain 
perspective or why certain solutions have been opted for, during one 
historical era, whereas the same ideas are rejected at another. At the same 
time, some issues have remained constant concerns within the sector and 
have continued to generate debate regardless of time, place and historical 
context. Here, historical perspectives can help to shed light on continuity 
and change in the framing of WSS problems. It can also help to highlight 

                                                             
5 WHO & UNICEF (2006), p. 10.  
6 UN Habitat (2008), p. 12.  
7 WHO & UNICEF (2008), p. 2. Black & Fawcett (2008), p. xi.  
8 See for example UN (2003), p. 251, Global Water Partnership (2003), p. 9.  
9 Killick (1978) , p. 11. argues that:  “Attempts during the 1960´s to accelerate the development of Ghana’s 
economy did not take place in any intellectual vacuum”. The same statement I will argue is very much 
applicable for long term WSS sector development of the country.    
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long term patterns and structural relationships, not always visible for a 
present day observer.  

This study will take a long term view on the evolution of the urban water 
and sanitation sector in Ghana. Special focus is on institutional 
arrangements for the networked, large scale and centrally managed 
provisioning model. The study starts out in 1909, just a few years before the 
inauguration of the first pipe borne water supply system in Ghana and 
analyses the development until 2005, when a contract was signed with a 
Dutch- South African joint venture to operate and maintain Ghana’s urban 
water systems for a five year period. The international and national historical 
context is highlighted in order to better understand development efforts and 
policy redirections in the sector. Besides the empirical contribution, the 
analytical focus of the study is on the role played by frames for the 
development of institutional arrangements in the sector. Frames are defined 
as taken for granted assumptions that influence and limit the perceived 
space for policy options to decision makers at a given point in time. By 
focussing on how the urban WSS challenge has been framed among related 
stakeholders in Ghana over time, the study aims to contribute towards a 
deeper understanding of the ideas and assumptions that influenced the 
development of the WSS sector in Ghana at the time of reform. Hereby the 
study also strives to shed to some historical light on recent urban water 
sector policy reforms in Ghana by placing them within a longer historical 
time frame.   

1.2 Previous research on the history of urban WSS systems 
and services 
Although there is a large body of literature on the present day dynamics of 
water and sanitation sector development in low income cities, the long-term 
historical evolution of these systems and services has, until recently been a 
rather neglected area of research. As Nilsson (2006)a argues, a following 
consequence is that contemporary water sector reforms in many African 
countries are carried out in a “historical vacuum” mainly because the road 
that led up to the present situation is not well documented.10 In contrast, 
more has been done to follow and analyze urban water and sanitation sector 
development in Europe and North America, wherefore, within the existing 
WSS history literature, there is a heavy bias in historical knowledge from 
these parts of the world. In Europe and North America the introduction of 
urban WSS systems was largely triggered by the need to cope with the 
sanitary and environmental problems caused by industrialization and 

                                                             
10 Nilsson (2006) a, p. 11-12.  
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urbanization.11 Here, Great Britain is referred to as a model country and 
forerunner of modern12 water supply and sanitation systems wherefrom 
innovations soon spread to other parts of Europe and the United States.13 
However, in a study of the emergence of urban water and sewerage systems 
in France, Guillerme (1988) argues that the reason why France lagged 
behind Great Britain in the development of water supplies for its people, was 
not solely of a technical nature. He argues that an explanation could be 
found in a general reluctance towards the idea of paying for water which, 
according to Guillerme was not widely accepted among the French at the 
time.14 Marquis Mirabeau, a citizen of Paris, claimed that “The privilege of a 
water company is forbidden by the nature of its product”.15 Charging for 
water was perceived as a morally doubtful business as “this substance which, 
along with the air, is practically the only gift which Nature has exempted 
from tyranny!”16 However, as Goubert (1988) show, water eventually became 
an industrial and commercial product in France during the 19th century.17  

In many cities, the need for fire fighting has been an important factor 
triggering demand for modern water supply systems, in particular where 
large congested areas with wooden houses were prevalent such as in 
Scandinavia. In this context Hallström (2002) shows that in the Swedish city 
of Norrköping “both factory and property owners welcomed piped water as a 
protection against fire and as a guarantor of lower fire insurance fees”.18 
Juuti & Katko (2005) also find that in the Nordic countries, fire insurance 
companies played a role in financing the first piped water supplies.19 

Hallström (2002) emphasizes the complexities of conditions and the 
mixed motives that eventually lead to the introduction of water, sewerage 
and excreta collection in the two Swedish cities, Norrköping and Linköping 
in the late 19th and early 20th century. Pure public health motives, he argues, 
were not always of as vital importance as immediate triggers as we tend to 
assume, but many other factors were also involved in the introduction of 

                                                             
11 See for example Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28.  
12 The author is aware of the problematic nature of the term”modern” in this context. Here it is used to 
describe the new WSS technologies that were introduced from the 18th century and onwards which according 
to Hallström (2002), p. 18 can be defined by three distinct features: 1) Higher capacity due to technological 
improvements 2) City wide systems which were centrally organised 3) Better Water quality due to new 
purification methods. Recognising the debate on path dependence which questions the appropriateness of 
large scale provisioning systems in present day low income cities the systems were nevertheless perceived as 
modern by contemporaries at the time of introduction which justifies the use of the term in this context. 
13 Guillerme (1988), p. 107. Hallström (2002), p. 17 & 19.  Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28.  
14 Guillerme (1988), p. 108. 
15 Guillerme (1988), p. 109.  
16 Guillerme (1988), p. 108 – 109.   
17 Goubert (1988), p. 132.  
18 Hallström (2002), p. 302.  
19 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 221.  
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WSS infrastructure in these two cities.20 Generally he stresses the 
importance of economic actor-networks linked to the ruling elite as agents 
for change. Even if fire protection and public health motives were involved, 
he argues that WSS infrastructure was not introduced until the aristocratic–
bourgeois actor networks viewed water as something profitable for industry 
and trade and thus also something that was favourable for the development 
of the cities.21 The same argument is supported by the case of Rhenish 
Preussia where it was not primarily public health concerns but a generally 
stronger economic and political position among the middle class voters as 
well as the needs of industrial interests that triggered the introduction of 
modern water supplies.22 In the words of Hallström “A water system was a 
piece of infrastructure which confirmed not only the identity of a modern 
industrial city, but also the specific clean and moral bourgeois class 
identity”23 Thus civic pride and class identity were also important 
motivations for those who had the money to invest in WSS infrastructure.   

In a comprehensive study on the history of urban sanitary infrastructure 
in North America, Melosi (2000) states  that demand for sewerage services 
largely followed from the introduction of a public water supply and the 
increasing amounts of wastewater that were produced as a consequence. 
However, even if the functions of water supply and sewerage services are 
inherently interlinked, they were rarely managed as integrated parts of a 
larger system but addressed as separate issues by the city authorities.24 He 
finds that privately constructed and owned sewerage systems were rarely 
considered, as “the impulse to construct citywide wastewater systems arose 
at a time when public health was viewed as a municipal responsibility”.25 
However an exception pointed out by Melosi was New Orleans. Constructing 
a sewerage system for this American city was, due to the topography of the 
town, exceptionally costly and not a very favourable case for municipal 
financing. Instead the city authorities contracted a private company to put 
the infrastructure in place. The company however, failed to deliver and the 
contract was suspended after a short while. However, eventually after an 
attack of yellow fever in 1989, the inhabitants agreed to raise taxes in order 
to finance a public sewer system for the town.26 This is but one example of 
how the physical environment has influenced the nature of the development 
of citywide WSS systems. As shown by Juuti & Katiko (2004) in the case of 

                                                             
20 Hallstöm (2002), p. 307.  
21 Hallström (2002), p. 305 
22 Brown (1998) quotend in Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28. 
23 Hallstöm (2002) , p. 304. 
24 Melosi (2000), p. 149.  
25 Melosi (2000), p.149. 
26 Melosi (2000), p. 151.  
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some Finnish cities, construction of the sewerage aspect has been delayed 
since nearby rivers have been used for wastewater runoff.27  

In a study of Afro-American Cities in the United States during the early 
1900’s, Troesken (2004) finds that whereas it would be expected that racist 
ideologies usually would deny services to the black population, in the case of 
WSS, racism actually strengthened the reason for giving everyone access to 
WSS services. In the words of Troesken “To die from typhoid was one thing. 
To die from typhoid one caught by drinking water tainted with the wastes of 
a black man’s privy was quite another”.28 Therefore, to protect themselves 
from germs that could possibly have spread from poor black households, the 
white population realized that the solution was to integrate all households, 
black and white, into the same central system for water supply and excreta 
disposal and thus to improve living conditions of all.  

Many of the modern water systems in European cities started out as 
private initiatives in the form of concessions.29 However, ideas about public 
and private responsibilities changed and public authorities soon took over 
the systems with the motivation that WSS services were important for public 
health and national economic development.30 According to Juuti & Katko 
(2005) the share of municipally owned and run WSS systems in the large 
provincial towns of England grew from 40 % to 80 % from 1861 to 1881.31 
Joseph Chamberlain, a member of the liberal party in England, argued in 
1884 that “It is difficult if not impossible to combine the citizens’ rights and 
interests and the private enterprise’s interest because the private enterprise 
aims at its natural and justified objective, the biggest possible profit”32   

Another historical example of debates on public and private 
responsibilities in urban water provision is the discussions that surrounded 
the introduction of municipal water in Boston, New England in 1848. 
Rawson (2004) shows that the idea of commonly owned water was 
supported by working class members and urban reformers which expected 
free, pure water to be an engine for social change. The symbolic values 
attached to water as being “life itself” and “a gift from God” were also used to 
attack the idea of private ownership and management of Boston’s water 
supplies. On the other hand the advocates for private water argued that 
“….making water a public rather than a private utility would set a dangerous 

                                                             
27 Juuti & Katko (2004), p. 174. 
28 Troesken (2004) referenced in the Preface. 
29 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 39.  
30 Budds & Mc Grahanan (2003), p. 91.   
31 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 28. 
32 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 41. 
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precedent and ultimately undermine the nation’s commitment to free 
enterprise...”33  

Hassan (1998) gives a thorough picture of the history of water in England 
and Wales. A conclusion drawn from his study is that water had slowly has 
seized being a subsidised public health service and instead in line with 
trends of the “commodification” of water, responsibility for its distribution 
has been put on commercial organisations. Lately however, he notes, the 
state has required a new and sometimes increased role as regulator.34 

Unlike most other European countries France has chosen to continue the 
private operator tradition within WSS services provision which is an 
important feature of the French public utility model. This is partly related to 
the large number of municipalities in France which means it would be 
inconvenient for each and every one of them to have their own public 
utility.35 Instead, in order to protect themselves from centralization, 
municipalities in France have chosen to build close ties to private 
companies.36 Due to the long tradition of private sector participation in 
France, some of the largest water companies operating at an international 
level are also of French origin.37 

On the basis of a study of 29 European cities, Juuti & Katko (2005) 
observe some general trends in ownership and management patterns in WSS 
services. From the early 1800’s to the mid 1800’s the biggest urban centres 
experimented with private concessions. Between the mid 1800’s and the 
early 1900’s municipalities took on greater responsibilities for WSS 
development. During the third phase from the early 1900s and the 1980s 
improvements and expansions of the existing WSS systems were made in 
terms of coverage, quality and technical solutions. With the exception of 
France, municipal or inter municipal management solutions were usually 
chosen. During the 1990’s private sector participation within WSS in many 
countries and cities was reintroduced. In the 21st century however, the 
authors finally discern a trend towards “a new diverse culture of water 
management” where a wide range of options in terms of technology, 
institutional arrangements and local solutions are available.38  

As noted above, the history of large scale and centrally managed water 
supply and wastewater systems in urban sub-Saharan Africa, has up until 
recently been a rather neglected area  However there is a growing interest for 
this research field and a few nation specific enquiries into this area of urban 

                                                             
33 Rawson (2004), p. 425. 
34 Hassan (1998), pp. 190-191.  
35 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 39.  
36 Juuti & Katko (2005), p. 42. 
37 Budds & Granahan (2003), p. 105. 
38 Juuti & Katko (2005) pp. 237-238.   
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history has lately been produced. As an example, the problems related to 
technological inertia and the path dependent nature of WSS services as 
socio-technical systems have been highlighted by Nilsson (2006)b and 
Nilsson & Nyangeri (2008). In the case of the Ugandan capital city Kampala, 
Nilsson (2006)b show how the British colonial administration initiated a 
large scale and capital intensive development of water infrastructure in the 
1930’s. He finds, that the design of the systems was based on practices and 
norms from the UK and were not well fitted to target the poor African 
majority but primarily served the needs of the economically strong minority 
groups in society. Nilsson shows that, once the large scale network for water 
supply was in place this triggered the demand for a sewerage and drainage 
network as well. The recurrent costs of the large scale and capital intensive 
systems, he argues, continue to remain a heavy financial burden on the 
public administration in Kampala. Similarly, in the case of Kenya, Nilsson & 
Nyangeri (2008) finds that due to the lack of incentives for change, a high 
cost technological paradigm which focused on piped individual connections, 
continued to evolve even after the Government had declared that it was too 
costly in the 1970’s. Importantly, in addition the authors identify a large gap 
between high official standards for housing in contrast to the actual 
performance of the housing sector which, they argue, made expansion more 
difficult. The authors generally stress the minimal importance played by 
official policy in the water sector, as contrasted to other factors such as 
informal institutions and political and economic forces outside the water 
sector.  

Mäki (2008) has analysed the history behind the creation of centrally 
managed water systems in four South African towns; Cape Town, 
Johannesburg, Durban and Grahams town from  1850 to 1920. He finds that 
population growth and availability of municipal finance were decisive factors 
at the time of the introduction of sanitary infrastructure in the case cities 
studied.  Mäki also points to increasing demands from mining and industry 
as important triggers behind the development of water supply schemes in 
South Africa. As living areas in the urban centres were highly segregated, 
attitudes among the ruling white elite towards the black population also 
affected service development in black neighbourhoods.39 Additionally, the 
role of experts such as medical officers and sanitary engineers also seems to 
have influenced development. Where expert advisors had high status and 
were listened to, money was more easily allocated to the realisation of their 
plans and schemes.40 Occasionally however, local decision makers would 
rather react negatively towards the recommendations made by sanitary 

                                                             
39 Mäki (2008), p. 311 – 312.  
40 Mäki (2008), p. 312.  
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experts as they felt they were blackening the name of their respective cities, 
interfered in municipal politics and suggested inconvenient sanitary 
legislation.41  The author concludes that in Cape Town water supply was a 
highly political issue that generated considerable debate and political 
turmoil. Political groups, he reports, were formed around the water and 
sanitation questions and it was an important concern in local elections 
already in the 187o’s. 42 

As noted earlier, the 1990’s saw quite drastic changes in the involvement 
of private sector actors in water services provision world wide. As these 
trends have been important factors that has influenced WSS sector 
development in Ghana, the country in focus here, the next chapter will 
provide some background information on what has been termed the 
“privatisation decade” in WSS sector management. 43 

1.3 The 1990’s wave of privatisation 
In 1989, under the neo-liberal Thatcher Government, the national water 
utilities in England and Wales were fully privatized.44 The British case of 
divestiture attracted wide international interest and is commonly referred to 
as an event that paved the way for further privatization projects in other 
parts of the world.45 The widespread use of the term “privatization” however, 
tends to draw attention from the fact that many different contractual 
arrangements are possible when introducing private sector participation 
(PSP) within WSS sector services. Depending on the degree of 
responsibilities and financial risks that are transferred to the private actor as 
detailed in Table 1 Appendix A, arrangements can vary from short term 
service contracts to outright and permanent sale of systems and services (i.e. 
full divestiture). Full divestiture, as in England and Wales represent only a 
small share of PSP projects. More common arrangements have been 
Concessions, Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) Contracts and Leases (see 
Appendix A), where the state remains the asset holder whilst the private 
operator take on more or less commercial risk. 46  

During the 1990’s private sector participation in water and sanitation 
increased significantly as many low income countries entered upon PSP 
projects in their WSS sectors, frequently backed by donor agencies and 
development banks.47 For some time there was a strong belief that public 

                                                             
41 Mäki (2008), pp. 312-313.  
42 Mäki (2008), p. 305.  
43 Franceys &  Gerlach (2008), Preface 
44 For further reading see for instance Bakker (2003) Gustavsson (2001) 
45 See for example WB (2003)b, p. x  
46 Budds & McGranahan (2003), p. 104.  
47 Budds & Mc Granahan (2003), p. 87.   
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sector failure could be met by private sector success and the new trends were 
described as “the dawn of a new utility model”.48 However, as shown in 
Diagram 1 Annex B, in this study, private investment in WSS peaked at the 
end of the 1990´s and thereafter declined.49 Investors showed increasingly 
less interest in the sector and as will be further discussed in this study, donor 
agencies somewhat revised their policy recommendations. Braadbart (2004) 
argue that this “first generation” of PSP projects was often too ambitious in 
scale and scope as well as in time horizons. The contracts, he argues were 
usually carried out as concessions or BOTs50 which involved both investment 
and systems operations. In addition, they were long enduring, 15-40 years, 
where contracts typically comprised very large urban areas. Bidders were 
mostly large international private operators and the contracts were 
frequently designed and implemented in haste. Still, according to Braadbart, 
PSP brought some transparency into the sector since the contracts detailed 
rights and responsibilities between the operator and the authority in charge 
of the sector. The overall picture shows that because prices were far below 
cost recovery level when PSP was introduced, they did not decrease but 
remained constant or increased. Moreover, he finds that some concessions 
experienced improvements in labour productivity. However since many 
projects were rushed and poorly planned they also had to be renegotiated. 
Many projects also failed because of weak regulatory frameworks or local 
political resistance. Finally, Braadbart argues that many PSP reforms had 
unrealistic aims since they included the ambition to “create self regulating 
zones of good governance in countries with otherwise weak institutions.”51 

The WB (2003)b recognizes that introducing PSP in water and sewerage 
infrastructure was more difficult than in other sectors, such as energy or 
telecommunications.52 The WSS market is considered as more risky for 
investors partly due to the very special nature of WSS as being a basic service 
with a strong poverty related character. Other constraining factors referred 
to are for example technological, institutional or political such as resistance 
to raising tariffs.53  

In the aftermath of the “privatisation decade” some low income cities have 
experimented with somewhat downplayed versions of PSP arrangements in 
WSS as well as the introduction of more commercial practices in public 
water utilitites.  As shown by Appelblad (2008), in the case of Uganda, a new 
model of internally delegated area management contracts has been 

                                                             
48 Kessides (2004), p. 35. 
49 Kessides (2004), p. 33.  
50 Build – Operate – Transfer, See Table 1, Annex 1 
51 Braadbart (2004), p. 332.  
52 WB (2003)b, p. 144.  
53 WB (2003)b, p. 144, Kessides (2004), p. 219. 
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introduced by the public water utility in the larger towns. Here elements of 
competition and bidding have been incorporated into the public 
organisation.54 

On a general level the case of the recent urban water sector reforms in 
Ghana reflects and exemplifies current international trends and debates. 
However, importantly enough, the longer historical time perspective also 
shows that the critical issues that are being triggered by contemporary 
developments also have been discussed before. Whereas quite a few studies 
have been made on recent urban water sector reforms in Ghana,55 less been 
written with the aim to view these policy reforms in a longer historical time 
perspective.56 Therefore the present study will follow and analyze the 
development from the first initiatives to establish networked and centrally 
managed WSS infrastructure in Ghanaian cities up until 2005 when a 
management contract was signed with a Dutch- South African joint venture 
to operate and maintain Ghana’s urban water systems for a five year period. 
Hereby the study simultaneously aims to make an empirical contribution to 
narrow the knowledge gap on the evolution of urban WSS sector services in 
Ghana and to link recent developments to previous development efforts and 
policy debates.   

1.4 Study Outline 
The study has been divided into 5 parts and 11 chapters. Part I (Chapter 1, 2 
and 3) present the departure points of the study. Following on this 
introduction, chapter 2 gives the reader a background on the theoretical 
scope of the study. A conceptual framework for understanding the economic 
characteristics of WSS sector services is presented as well as a brief 
background on institutional economic theory. Finally, the concept of frames 
which is more explicitly used as an analytical tool in the study is discussed. 
Chapter 3 specifies the research objectives and discusses the sources used as 
well as the limitations of the study. Part II (Chapter 4 and 5) introduces the 
reader to the study area. Chapter 4 gives an abbreviated account of the 
political and economic history of Ghana whereas chapter 5 discusses the 
present situation with regard to urban water and sanitation in Ghanaian 
cities. Part III which consists of chapter 6, provides an international 
contextualisation by outlining the evolution of policy priorities that have 
guided thinking and action with regard to water and sanitation within the 
international donor community during the post war period. Here I look at 

                                                             
54 Appelblad (2008)  
55  See for example Whitfield (2006) Yeboah (2005)  
56 An exception is McCaskie (2009) who recognizes the deep historical roots of the present water situation in 
Kumasi, Ghana’s second city.    
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the outcomes of a range of international conferences and reports on Water 
and Sanitation issues as well as policy documents from the World Bank, as a 
leading international agent within the sector. Part IV comprise the empirical 
investigation which outlines the historical evolution of urban water supply 
and sanitation sector services in Ghana from colonial times to the present. 
Chapter 7 focuses on the first initiatives to establish water supply systems in 
the urban centres of Ghana during the colonial era and maps the 
development until political independence in 1957.  Chapter 8 makes an in 
depth study of the political discourse on WSS during the immediate post 
independence years and follows the road that led to the formation of the 
state water utility in 1965. Chapter 9 provides a picture of the development 
challenges faced by the Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation during its 
first years of operation. The gradual institutional reorganisation of the WSS 
sector is mapped until 2005 when a management contract was signed with a 
Dutch – South African joint venture to operate and maintain Ghana’s urban 
water services for a 5 year period.  

Part V analyses change (chapter 10) and continuity (chapter 11) in the 
Ghanaian urban WSS sector from a frames perspective, from colonial times 
to the present. Chapter 12 of this thesis finally makes some concluding 
remarks and elaborates on further research needs.   
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2. INSTITUTIONS, FRAMES AND THE 
NATURE OF WATER AND SANITATION 
SERVICES 
This chapter presents a conceptual framework for understanding some of the 
policy problems that emanate from the special nature of networked water 
and sanitation services and why regulation of this sector is particularly 
complex. It also makes an attempt to clarify the confusion around concepts 
that are used both in political debates and in the realm of economic theory. 
Secondly the chapter provides a very brief background on the broad field of 
institutional economic theory and identifies some of the concepts and 
departure points therein that are of relevance for this study. Finally the last 
section introduces the reader to concept of frames which is more explicitly 
used as an analytical tool in the study.   

2.1 Water supply and sanitation – a problem of collective 
action57 

2.1.1 Public Goods and Public Bads  
The statement that water is a public good is frequently heard in 
contemporary political debates on WSS management. However, this does 
not necessarily mean that the statement is made with reference to the 
original economic definition of the term. Rather, it is more commonly 
referring to the value judgement that commonly owned and financed water 
is the best way to provide citizens with this essential service. According to 
economic theory, the term public good as originally defined by Samuelsson 
in 195458, is used to refer to goods which are characterized by two distinct 
features whereas the first one is that it is non-rivalrous in consumption. This 
means that one user does not have effect on the amount available for 
consumption by another user; Moreover a pure public good is characterized 
by non- excludability in supply, i.e. it is either not possible or else very costly 
to exclude anyone from using the good. Due to the non-excludability of a 
public good, free riders can easily enjoy the benefit from the public good 
even if they choose not to contribute to its provision.59 For a pure public 
good it costs nothing to add an extra user, when put in economic terms there 
is a zero marginal cost for adding an extra consumer of the good.60 Standard 

                                                             
57 The overview is inspired by Nilsson (2005) who stresses the usefulness of public goods theory for 
understanding and analyzing current as well as historical shortcomings in WSS sector development in East 
Africa.  
58 Samuelson, (1954), pp. 387 – 389. 
59 Perman et al (1999) p. 128. 
60 Stiglitz (1988) p. 75 
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examples of pure public goods are national defence or on a small scale, a 
lighthouse on the sea.  
A pure private good holds all the opposite characteristics of a public good. 
A private good is characterized by high excludability and is rivalrous in 
consumption61. Examples of private goods can be any goods that we consume 
for private purposes, food and drinks etc. However, many goods do not 
satisfy the conditions of being either purely public or purely private but are 
better described as mixed goods. Mixed goods in turn, can be subdivided 
into two major groups; Common Pool Resources (CPR) and Club 
Goods. Common Pool Resources are rivalrous in use but non-excludable; 
access to the good is open to all users which give rise to collective action 
problems, for example common grazing lands or ocean fisheries.62 For a 
typical Club Goods on the other hand, access and consumption is controlled 
by membership. Hence, by controlling the club size the good can be kept 
non- rivalrous among the users. 63 

Water has different properties depending on its distribution form and 
delivery status. Rainwater falling from the sky can be classified as a public 
good where consumption is non-rivalrous and exclusion is considered 
impossible or costly. But as soon as water is collected, treated and bottled it 
gets all the distinctive qualities of a private good. It is easy to exclude 
someone else from consuming it and once you empty the bottle there is 
nothing left for others to consume. Water in lakes, rivers and streams 
typically are mixed goods, more exactly Common Pool Resources, where 
consumption is rivalrous but exclusion is costly or impossible. The case of 
water distributed through a piped network is more complex. The network 
provisioning model can be an efficient exclusion mechanism and if this keeps 
water non- rivalrous within the network it can be classified as a typical Club 
Good. However in many low income cities, distribution systems are 
operating beyond their capacity64 and the amount of water is becoming 
rivalrous, also within the network or the “club”. 

Sanitation services including sewage collection and treatment are typical 
examples of services associated with high externalities65 in terms of public 

                                                             
61 Sometimes in the economic literature the word “divisible” is used in place of “rival”   
62 See Hardin (1968) and  Ostrom (1990) 
63 Buchanan (1965)   
64 1) Due to fast rate urbanisation, extensions in the distribution network might have been made without 
increasing capacity at the production plant or 2) Due to illegal connections the numbers of users exceed 
production capacity 3) Leakages in old pipes cause considerable loss of water on the way between production 
plant and end user   
65 All activities of individuals and firms cannot be included in the market pricing system despite having  
economic or environmental consequences for other actors. The price mechanism does not manage to reflect or 
include these activities in a proper way. A good example is the case of a person that holds an orchard which 
might have great benefit from a nearby beekeeper although it is not possible to charge for this “service” in 
terms of an improved harvest. This is an example of a positive externality which falls outside the market 
pricing system. A negative externality on the other hand can be air or water pollution where an agent does not 
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health benefits. As in the case of water provision, this has often served as a 
rationale for subsidies and government provision. A problem that has 
emerged in many rapid rate growing low income cities though, is that the 
more well off and well planned city areas have enjoyed a subsidized 24 hour 
supply, whereas the poorer neighbourhoods rely on a semi-legal informal 
water markets where vendors charge higher prices for the water sold. 
Therefore, the poor pay more for water both in absolute and relative terms. 
In addition water quality control can be a problem at the informal water 
market.   

As for sanitation, the immediate individual benefits are less obvious than 
in the case of buying water. For a single individual, a glass of water can 
satisfy a person’s thirst at the moment, whereas sanitation has a more 
abstract public health benefit for societies on a larger scale. Thus, in a short 
time perspective it is economically rational for an individual to avoid paying 
the cost of getting connected to a networked sewer system or to pay for other 
sanitation services. Hence, willingness to pay for sanitation among 
consumers is lower than in the case of water. This can explain why there is 
an informal market for water in many low income cities but not for 
sanitation services.  

As for sanitation it is hard to fully exclude single individuals from the 
benefits of a functioning sanitation system in a city; i.e. through a healthier 
society with the prevention of disease, even if the individual chooses not to 
pay for the services or connect to a central sewer system. However, if a 
sufficient number of individuals choose not to contribute, everyone in the 
end will be suffering. In contrast to other types of infrastructure services, 
where it is easier to exclude one segment of the population (e.g. electricity) 
without having to worry for your own life and wellbeing, the lack of proper 
water and sanitation facilities can develop into plagues and diseases which in 
the end may hit the entire population and thus easily turn into a Public Bad. 
Therefore, to deal effectively with externalities from sanitation, collective 
action is needed.  

2.1.2 The problem of pricing: Water and sanitation as Economic 
and Social Goods  
Two polar discourses, circulating around the concepts of water as an 
economic and a social good have emerged in the political debate. The official 

                                                                                                                                               
bear the cost for the negative effects he or she imposes on another actor. Positive and negative externalities 
are typically referred to as market failures. Public goods are associated with large externalities in terms of 
public benefit for society on a larger scale. A descent water and sanitary infrastructure prevent outbreak of 
disease which have large public health benefits for society as a whole. This has been used as a rationale for 
government provision. The same is the case for other services with high externalities such as sanitation, 
sewage treatment and water for fire fighting. 
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proclamation of water as an economic good stems from the Dublin 
Conference on Water and the Environment in 1992.66 The statement that 
water is an economic good implies that since water is scarce, its use is most 
efficiently regulated by market pricing mechanisms. Valuing water from an 
economic viewpoint hereby is suggested as an efficient way to overcome 
waste and misuse of scarce water resources. However practitioners have 
complained that the statement that water is an economic good, in itself is too 
vague to give any guidance on implementation.67  

Nilsson (2005) notes that just as with the term “economic good”, there is 
no overall agreed definition or shared understanding of what exactly is 
meant by a social good. However the usage of the term commonly implies 
that the provision of social goods requires governmental action. Moreover, 
the claim that water is a social good usually entail that water tariffs must be 
subsidised and that political decisions rather than supply and demand 
mechanisms should be the basis of pricing.68  

Pricing of water, whether politically or market based is a highly complex 
issue. Marginal utility and willingness to pay for the first litres of water 
indeed is very high. However due to the many different uses of water we are 
likely to continue consume large quantities even after the first precious litres 
if it is available and reasonably cheap. Furthermore, income elasticity for 
urban households in relation to water as a commodity is low simply because 
there is no real substitute to this very special product. On the other hand, if 
water prices are subsidised in order not to become a too heavy burden on the 
poor, rich people might overuse more than what is needed for basic needs 
and as a consequence water become scarcer.69 To address this problem some 
utilities adopt so called lifeline tariffs which guarantee a minimum level, for 
example 20 litres of water per day to a cheaper price where after prices 
increase. In Ghana, this policy has been somewhat misdirected since many 
people reside in so called “compound housing”, meaning several houses in 
the same courtyard sharing one connection. From this follows that they will 
not benefit from the lifeline tariff as will the better off with private 
connections. This is but one example of the many problems of targeting and 
reaching the poor.  
 

                                                             
66 UN (1992)a.  
67 Perry et al. (1997), p. 1. Rogers, et al. (1998), p. 4. 
68 Nilsson (2005), p. 28. 
69 I am grateful to Jesper Stage for input made on this part of the text 
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2.1.3 WSS as natural monopolies  
As network industries, WSS services are typically referred to as natural 
monopolies characterized by considerable economies of scale.70 Water and 
sewerage infrastructure typically is connected with heavy initial investments; 
i.e. sunk costs/barriers of entry, in the form of waterworks, treatment plants 
and the piped network, which take a long time to pay back. Moreover it is not 
efficient either from business economics or public finances point of view, to 
have several parallel networks of pipes with numerous competing service 
providers, since an increased number of competitors in this case lead to loss 
of scale efficiencies. As natural monopolies typically have only one service 
provider, this gives rise to a potential risk for exploitation of consumers. 71 
Therefore, state provision of natural monopoly services has been supported 
based on the assumption that the state is more accountable to its citizens 
than is a private operator to the consumers.  

Since the 1980’s there has been a steady break-up of what has previously 
been regarded as natural monopoly markets.72 The globalisation of markets 
and technological progress, have been pointed to as explanantions to why 
activities traditionally regarded as natural monopolies have been “de-
monopolized” where more reliance has been put on the participation of 
private sector actors.73 Technological change, within the telecommunications 
industry, for example, has opened up for new ways of thinking about natural 
monopoly service provision also in water, electricity and transportation. 
Apart from the fact that technological change and the liberalization of world 
markets dictate the rules for what is possible to do, there has also been a 
shift in thinking about natural monopolies i.e. the very idea of what is to be 
considered as a natural monopoly changes as well.74 In addition, 
“competition for the market” has been promoted as an alternative to 
“competition within the market”.75 In the process of privatizing utility 
services, previously regarded as natural monopolies, water and sanitation 
has been referred to as the “final frontier of the market”76 

The economic feature of WSS services as discussed in the above 
subsections helps us to understand why some issues remain critical policy 
dilemmas; however it gives less guidance in understanding why we choose 
different solutions to a problem at one point in time and reject the same 
solution at another point in history. Therefore, in a next step the 

                                                             
70 Stiglitz (1988),p. 185.  
71 Kim & Horn (1999), p. 2.  
72 Kim & Horn (1999), p. 1.  
73 Kim & Horn, (1999), p. 1 
74 Kim & Horn (1999), p. 3.  
75 Budds & McGranahan (2003), p. 94.  
76 Bakker (2003) 
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institutional theoretical perspective is presented in order to give the reader a 
better sense of the general approach which has inspired my thinking on 
historical change and continuity. Thereafter the concept of frames which is 
more explicitly used as an analytical tool in the analysis is presented and 
discussed.  

2.2 From institutions to frames  

 2.2.1 Institutions and institutional change  
Institutional economics evolved as a reaction and a response to 

neoclassical economic assumptions on perfectly rational and fully informed 
individuals. The core of institutional economics is a reformulation of the 
neoclassical paradigm and emphasizes that history matters, institutions 
matter and time and context matter to the choices made by actors under 
shifting historical conditions. A central point of departure is that human 
actions must always be looked upon as embedded in a larger context which 
limits the choices for action at a given point in time.  

From an institutional economics perspective it is the institutions that 
define the rules for development and provide the incentives structure for 
social change. In this study the concept of institutions is understood as 
defined by economic historian Douglas North as “the rules of the game” both 
in the sense of conventions and codes of behaviour; i.e. informal institutions 
or laws and rules set up to regulate society; i.e. formal institutions.77 North 
further argues that while formal institutions can change overnight, informal 
institutions change only gradually.78 Therefore there is potential for a 
tension between formal and informal institutions. North (1990) further 
makes an important distinction between institutions and organisations 
where organisations are the players that act within a certain institutional 
setting.79  

How institutions, formal and informal, change and interact is a question 
at the heart of economic history. Within the field of institutional economics 
there are different ways of viewing the driving forces behind institutional 
change. A distinction can be made between changes caused either by 
evolution or design, where evolutionary change is characterized as a more or 
less automatic process where old institutions are followed by new ones which 
are better adapted to their environment.80 According to this “evolutionary 
view”, institutional change can be viewed as a process where ”bad” or non 

                                                             
77 North (1990), p. 4.  
78 North (1990), p. 6. 
79 North (1990), pp. 4-5.   
80 See Rutherford (1994)  
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efficient institutions are followed by better ones relating to an ever changing 
and dynamic surrounding reality. Put in another way, institutional change 
from this perspective occurs when the cost of “business as usual” exceeds the 
benefits of institutional reform. North (2005) argues that in contrast to 
Darwinian evolutionary theory institutional change is guided by the 
“intentionality of the players”.81 From this follows that formal institutions in 
a society mirror the preferences of those in a position to influence public 
policy.  

A central point of departure to this study is that institutional change is not 
solely an automatic and beforehand given response to changing resource 
realities. This does not mean that ideas play a superior role as contrasted to 
material realities for explaining historical development; however the study 
recognises that ideas and material realities can be mutually reinforcing.  In 
addition, in line with Schön & Rein (1994) the study argues that the response 
to a policy problem can be a highly contextual issue which in turn depends 
on the alternative ways that people can understand the same problem. 
Needless to say, as any other single theory the perspective emphasizing 
“designed institutional change” is not in itself sufficient to grasp the full 
story. However it adds important information for our understanding and 
considerably helps to shed light on an aspect of development which, as I will 
argue, many times is less understood. In an attempt to highlight the role of 
ideas in the history of urban water supply and sanitation in Ghana, the thesis 
tries to capture the changing conceptions which underpin official statements 
and “shared understandings”. This line of thought is further elaborated in 
the frame critical approach which strives to complicate concepts such as 
“truth” and “reality” and to understand the taken for granted assumptions 
behind political decisions and actions. Recognizing that there is a large body 
of theoretical work on this topic the next subsection will merely present the 
points that are of relevance to my study. 

2. 2.2 A frame analysis 82  
Since sociologist Erving Goffman laid the foundation for frame analysis as a 
method in 197483, the concept has gained wider recognition in the field of 
social sciences and has been further elaborated by scholars from different 
disciplines; linguistics, discourse analysis, cognitive psychology, political 
science as well as communication, media and policy studies.84 Despite 
differences in the application of frames, most scholars refer back to Goffman 

                                                             
81 North (2005), p. VIII. 
82 I am most grateful to Kaisa Raitio for sharing her ideas and for discussions which have helped me to 
develop this text.  
83 Goffman, (1986)  
84 Snow & Benford (2000), p. 611. 
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when describing what is at the heart of the concept; a frame is a “schemata of 
interpretation” which help actors to give meaning to a situation.85 Frames 
frequently are recognised for two major qualities: 1) they organise 
experience; i.e. make sense of a situation and 2) they bias for action86. 
Accordingly when an actor frames a problem, she or he creates 
interpretations of what the problem is about, why it occurred and 
accordingly how it is best solved.87 In this sense frames constitute a type of 
“interpretative screen” through which information is filtered.88  

Various concepts have been used by researchers to describe the 
phenomena of differing world views; ideas, perceptions, multiple realities 
etc. Stålgren (2006) use the concept “constructions of reality” when studying 
how international regimes, in this case Integrated Water Resources 
Management (IWRM)  strategies, developed by international experts and 
policy makers are reinterpreted by local actors at a grassroots level and 
transformed in accordance with the respective actors’ worldviews. He finds 
that different perceptions of the strategic importance of water give different 
meanings to the IWRM strategies at the level of implementation and 
therefore, new meanings are attached to the concept. Different constructions 
of reality thus explain why internationally agreed upon policies often do not 
reach the expected outcomes after implementation.  

The benefit of using the frame concept, as I see it, is that it sheds light on 
the phenomena of partial or selective seeing. The metaphor of a frame 
illustrates that some parts of the picture fall outside the frame; i.e. when we 
frame an issue we focus attention on some information at the expense of 
other parts of the story. From this follows that a frame is defined by what is 
in it as much as of what falls outside the frame. In other words frames decide 
what we see and how we interpret what we see but they also decide what we 
do not see.89  

In the phrasing of Schön & Rein, a frame critical approach can help us to 
identify “the taken for granted assumptions that underlie our apparently 
natural understandings and actions in a problematic policy situation” and 
thereby helps us to “better grasp the relationship between hidden premises 
and normative conclusions”.90 From the assumptional and taken for granted 
nature of frames follows that we are not always aware of our frames or the 
powerful role they play in organising our perceptions, thoughts and actions.91 

                                                             
85 Goffman (1986) [1974] , p. 21. 
86 Perri (2005) 
87 Gray(2003)  
88 Snow & Benford (1988), p. 208. 
89 Schön & Rein (1991), p. 268 
90 Schön & Rein (1991) p. 267. 
91 Schön & Rein (1991) , p. 268. 
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Herein lays a difference between informal institutions and frames. Whereas 
informal institutions still, in some sense, are rules of the game i.e. shared 
norms of behaviour, frames can be better described as cognitive filters, 
although socially constructed, that effect the way an actor interpret a 
situation or a problem.92 Therefore they are less outspoken and more 
unconscious than are informal institutions.  

The frame perspective has been used to study mobilisation of social 
movements.93 Snow and Benford (1988) set out to explain why some frames 
are more efficient in mobilising social movement supporters than others. For 
this purpose they suggest that the framing activity be divided into three core 
framing tasks; 1) diagnostic framing, where an event or an aspect of social 
life is identified as a problem that needs change. This can also include an 
element of blame and responsibility. 2) Prognostic framing where a solution 
is proposed. The last framing task is labelled 3) ”A call to arms” which is the 
mobilising rationale for action. On the basis of this typology, the authors 
argue that social movement success in recruiting participants is depending 
upon the degree to which these three tasks are attended to.94  

The frame theoretical approach has also been applied to study conflicts 
over natural resources.95 In this context the concept of “conflict frame” is 
commonly used to describe what the disputants think that the conflict is 
about and how to best solve the situation (conflict management frame).96 
From a study of environmental conflicts between reindeer herders and local 
forest managers in northern Finland, Raitio (2007) conclude that the 
inability of the administration to discern the conflict frames of both parties 
in the dispute, seriously effect the severity and durability of the conflict. 97 

Frames do not need to be permanent but can change over time. The 
process where frames change is commonly referred to as a process of 
“reframing”.98 In addition, several frames can coexist, compete or conflict. 
Focus in this study is on the frames that have influenced official policy 
making. However the very process whereby frames are created is less central 
to this study. It is rather the content of frames and their role for policy 
outcome that is in focus for this study.  

 

                                                             
92 Raitio (2008), p. 73. 
93 For an overview see Snow & Benford (2000) 
94 Snow & Benford (1988), p. 199. 
95 Gray (2003), Raitio (2008) Beland-Lindahl (2008)  
96 Raitio (2008)  Gray (2003)  
97 Raitio (2008)  
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3. PURPOSE, SOURCES AND LIMITATIONS 
OF THE STUDY 

3.1 Aim and research questions 
The research objective of this thesis is to analyze the development of the 
Ghanaian urban water supply and sanitation sector with special focus on 
institutional arrangements for the networked and centrally managed 
provisioning model. The study has a descriptive ambition in that it aims to 
reconstruct a course of events. I addition, in order to better understand the 
forces that have shaped development efforts in the sector, the study 
examines how urban WSS in Ghana has evolved in the intersection between 
national and international policy trends. The historical context is highlighted 
as an important tool for understanding why a decision was taken at a certain 
point in time. The role of frames is further emphasized as a way to put light 
on the arguments and reasons behind institutional reform. The following 
research questions will guide the presentation:   
 
 

1) What has happened; i.e. what steps have been taken and when? How 
has the sector been governed from colonial times to the present in 
Ghana?  

 
2) How has the urban water and sanitation challenge in Ghana been 

framed in the intersection between national and international policy 
trends and what role have frames played for continuity and change 
in urban WSS sector development in Ghana?     

 

3.2 Delimitations of the study 
The subject under study here is institutional change in the urban water 
supply and sanitation sector in Ghana. The investigation starts in 1909, just 
a few years before the official inauguration of the first urban and pipe borne 
water supply system in Ghana. The study ends in 2005 when a management 
contract was signed with a foreign contractor, Aqua Vitens Rand Ltd to 
operate and maintain Ghana’s urban water systems for a five year period. 
That is the present institutional arrangement which, as according to the 
contract will continue until a next step has to be taken at the end of the 
contract period in 2011.  

As for the empirical story, more material has been available on the 
development in Accra than on other urban centres in Ghana. Therefore the 
study provides a picture of the historical evolution of the WSS sector in 
urban Ghana with special focus on the capital city.  
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The initial purpose was to study institutional change solely in the water 
supplying sector. During the course of the study, however, I decided that 
sanitation in terms of sewerage services also had to be taken into account. 
Whereas frequently treated separately from an administrative point of view, 
these sectors are inherently interlinked on the ground and in every day 
reality. As an example, bringing piped water into an area without having any 
arrangement for collection and treatment of waste water can actually worsen 
the sanitary conditions. Still there is a clear bias towards urban water supply 
in the study but decisions concerning sewerage have been included when 
they affected the legislation with regard to water supply. Sanitation in 
broader terms is also occasionally discussed, however institutional change in 
this sector falls beyond the scope of this study. Solid waste collection is not 
included here.  

As the current study focuses on the problems related to provision of WSS 
services through pipe borne, large scale and networked infrastructure it does   
not pretend to write the history as it was seen through the eyes of the urban 
poor or all those who coped, competed and collaborated to survive outside 
the formal provisioning system. Neither are the formal and informal 
institutions, the property rights and relations that organised water use 
among city dwellers in Ghana before the inception of pipe borne and 
centrally managed water supply and wastewater collection, covered in this 
study.  

3.3 Sources and their limitations 
Three types of sources have been used to map the evolution of policy 
priorities with regard to WSS sector development within the international 
donor community. First of all, the study draws heavily on the existing body 
of research which has helped to identify the most important water 
conferences held during the period of investigation.99 The second kind of 
source material consists of a review of declarations and reports from 
international meetings on water and sanitation issues from the beginning of 
the 1970’s up until today. Important conferences and forums within the area 
have often been organized either within the United Nations (UN) system or 
in collaboration with the UN; hence the review will reflect the development 
of statements and recommendations that have been expressed within these 
fora.  

Since international cooperation on WSS issues accelerated, meetings and 
conferences were more frequent at the end of this period. Therefore, there is 

                                                             
99 Grover & Howarth (1991), Black (1998) and Seppelä (2002) have investigated the development of donor 
activities and policies within WSS but depart from other sources or time periods than this study.  
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more material to analyze at the end of the 1990’s and beginning of the new 
millennium. Some conferences from this time period have been left out, 
simply because they merely repeated what had already been said and did not 
add any information that was relevant for this study. It could maybe be 
argued that the four World Water Forums that have been held since 1997 
should have been included. However, it is my assessment that what was said 
within these fora in terms of problem analyses and recommended action did 
not differ in any significant way from the policies generally promoted by the 
UN or the WB.  

The third source consists of different types of documents which reflect the 
evolution of World Bank (WB) policies within the sector. The World Bank 
has a long history of engagement in WSS activities, and with time it has 
gained a special position as a leading policy actor within the sector. Although 
the organisation is frequently criticised it is also referred to as a trend-setter 
that influence international thinking within the donor community on a larger 
scale. In this study the Bank’s sector agenda is illustrated in different types of 
documents; sector studies and evaluation reports which have been available 
through the WB online document database.  

For the empirical investigation of the evolution of urban WSS in Ghana, 
the study relies on several types of source materials, whose character varies 
greatly for different time periods.  The ambition has been to lift information 
from many different types of sources, in order to get as much of a 
comprehensive picture as possible regarding the events studied. Still data is 
fragmented for some time periods which mean that certain perspectives are 
given more weight than others. However I have tried to be as clear as 
possible on the viewpoint of those referenced. For the colonial period most of 
the primary material was collected at the National Archives in Accra and the 
Public Records Office in London. Some colonial records were also identified 
in the collections at the Nordic Africa Institute.  A problem for this time 
period is that there is a lack of data which is not published by the colonial 
office or by other British officials. Here, due to the nature of the available 
sources, the story presented mainly is the history as it was seen from the 
viewpoint of the colonial administration.  

 For the post independence era the material is more diversified. Here 
public print, parliamentary debates, reports from the utility itself as well as 
consultancy reports and materials from donor agencies have been used to 
reconstruct the course of events. These have been collected at different 
libraries and institutions in Accra; the library of the Ghana Water Company 
Limited, the library of the Ministry of Finance and the Assembly Press. I 
have also been lucky to take part of the personal collections of some people 
that have been deeply involved in the water sector reforms. The Nordic 
Africa Institute in Sweden also holds rich collections of public print from the 
post independence period in Ghana which has been of great help for the 
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study.  Some material from the World Bank Archives in Washington has also 
been used for the post- independence era.  

The study is also informed by personal interviews with people working 
actively within the water and sanitation sector in Ghana, either as civil 
servants within the WSS administration, at the Ghana Water Company Ltd, 
at waste management departments, donor agencies or in Non- 
Governmental Organisations (NGO’s). All interviews are not accounted for 
or referred to as footnotes in this study. Nevertheless they all contributed to 
develop my understanding of the water sector reforms in Ghana and 
therefore I find it appropriate to include the complete list of the interviews in 
the list of references. Due to the political nature of the WSS sector reforms I 
have decided not to publish the names or titles of the people interviewed, but 
merely the name of the institution they represent.  I look upon the oral 
sources as an additional source of information which can be used to 
strengthen or complement public print and policy documents. If both 
sources can be used and compared to each other, this considerably helps 
towards a broader and deeper understanding of the phenomena under study. 
The interviews also provide an invaluable insight into the thinking and 
acting of the different actors involved in the reforms. Therefore, a lot more 
contextual information has been available for the analysis of recent water 
and sanitation sector reforms in Ghana.  

Finally, a great challenge to the study has been the lack of reliable data on 
coverage, consumption and production of WSS services. Different sources 
give different figures and sometimes even contradict. Poor record keeping is 
inevitably a part of the problem under study. If the WSS sector was well 
functioning, there would also have been reliable and comparable data on the 
number of connected households, unaccounted for water and production 
capacities. For this reason, it has been difficult to recognize trends, to review 
urban conditions with regard to water and sanitation in Ghana and to 
measure utility performance over time.  The figures that still are presented 
have to be treated as estimations rather than exact values.  
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Map 1: Ghana 

 
Source: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa/ghana_pol_2007.jpg                                  
Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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4. A BRIEF MODERN HISTORY OF GHANA 
In order to give the reader a picture of the historical context surrounding the 
water sector reforms, an abbreviated account of the modern history of Ghana 
is given below. After a few words about the British Gold Coast the 
presentation continues into the post colonial era where the Nkrumah regime, 
the beginning of structural adjustment and the adoption of a new democratic 
constitution in 1992 are significant time markers.  

4.1. The British Gold Coast, liberation and the failure of a 
big push strategy? 
As the period of investigation for this study begins, what is present day 
Ghana was under British imperial rule. Several autonomous kingdoms had 
stepwise been conquered and annexed into the Gold Coast protectorate. In 
1874, the southern parts of contemporary Ghana were formally declared a 
British crown colony. The ancient and powerful empire of Asante resisted 
British annexation until 1901 when it was added as a formal part of the 
British Gold Coast.1  

As in other British Colonies, a Governor was the head of the central 
government and acted as the official representative of the colonial office in 
London. However as a policy of “indirect rule” was practiced by the British, 
traditional chiefs were allowed to coexist with the colonial administration 
and to continue practice customary law on matters that did not particularly 
interest the colonial government. It was in the interest of the British to have 
a reasonably good relation to the traditional chiefs which could then act as 
middle –managers and thus facilitate governance of the colony. Efforts at 
integrating the chiefs into the colonial administration, however, were 
occasionally met by resistance from the educated elite or “intelligentsia” 
which accused the colonial government of practicing a “rule and divide 
policy”.2  

Economy wise, the Colonial era in Ghana saw radical changes in cocoa 
farming, mining, trade and transportation.3 As for the case of cocoa the 
development of the industry was exclusively a Ghanaian enterprise 
wherefore the successful progress of cocoa farming was met with some 
ambiguity from the Colonial Government.4  

 
 

                                                             
1 Gocking (2005) a p. 39.   
2 Gocking (2005) b, p. 976.  
3 Abaka (2005), p. 979.  
4 Abaka (2005), p. 978., Gunnarsson (1978), p. 8.  
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During and after the Second World War social movements calling for 
political independence from Great Britain grew stronger in the colony. A 
front figure in this movement was Kwame Nkrumah, a Ghanaian lawyer who 
also played a prominent role at the Pan African Congress in Manchester in 
1945.5 Nkrumah became known as a spokesperson not only for Ghanaian 
independence but for more far reaching ambitions of liberating the entire 
African continent from colonial rule.6 Under Nkrumah’s leadership, Ghana 
attained internal self government in 1951 when an indigenous government 
with Nkrumah as prime minister was installed.7 Full independence was 
achieved in 1957 when Ghana became the first country in sub-Saharan Africa 
to liberate itself from British colonial rule. In 1960, a new republican 
constitution was adopted and Kwame Nkrumah entered the first presidential 
post.  

Compared to many other countries south of Sahara, Ghana came out from 
colonialism with a relatively favourable economic position, largely due to its 
great foreign currency reserve from the cocoa trade.8 General education 
levels were also higher in the Gold Coast than in many of the neighbouring 
West African colonies. Against the background of its relative advantages, it 
was believed that Ghana would develop into a prosperous middle income 
country which would quickly industrialize and integrate into the world 
economy. President Nkrumah strongly believed in rapid state led 
modernisation and big push strategies to industrialize the economy.9 He 
established close relations to communist countries and led the country onto 
a state socialistic program, emphasizing the importance of modernisation 
and import substitution. Internal development strategies, guided by 
economic nationalism and state interventionism, were basic features of the 
ideologies underpinning the Ghanaian development strategy, which became 
known as “Nkrumahism”.10 The state owned sector expanded dramatically 
under Nkrumah, as did public spending on health care and free education.11 

Large scale modernisation projects like the damming up of the Volta River 
for the purpose of electricity generation were carried out12 and a Cocoa 
Marketing Board was established to oversee and plan the production of 
cocoa, Ghana’s main export commodity. However, the Nkrumah leadership 

                                                             
5 Buah (1998), pp. 153 - 154. 
6 Dzorgbo (1998),pp.121- 122. 
7 Frimpong – Ansah, (1991), p. 55.  
8 Davidson (2001),p.  246. 
9 See for example Killick (1978) Hutchful (2002)  
10 See for example Hutchful (2002), p. 8.  
11 Hutchful (2002), p. 9. 
12 For a further discussion on the story of the Valco aluminium company and energy production and 
consumption from the Volta Dam see Bennis & Moushabeck (1993), pp 110 –111. 
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was burdened by a growing bureaucracy and power was heavily centralized 
to the president and the governing Conventions Peoples Party, CPP.13 Ghana 
under Nkrumah turned into a one party state, and not everyone found their 
interests represented in the CPP Government, notably not the military 
forces.14 In 1966, Nkrumah was overthrown in a military coup. After three 
years of military rule under the National Liberation Council power was 
handed over to a civilian regime under Kofi Busia, representing the Progress 
Party.  Although the National Liberation Council and the Busia regime had 
more market liberal ambitions Killick (1978) argues that the legacies of the 
Nkrumah regime remained strong also within these succeeding 
Governments.15 The economy remained vulnerable and the Busia 
Government did not manage to reverse the negative economic trends. The 
persistence of economic stagnation led to a series of military coups in 1972, 
1978 and 1979 where in the last coup lieutenant Jerry Rawlings came into 
power.16 

The economic decline between the mid-1970 to the mid-1980’s that 
characterized the development in a large part of the developing world was 
very significant in Ghana. Herbst (1993) notes that real gross domestic 
product per capita in Ghana decreased by 3,4% each year from 1976 to 1982. 
Additionally, prices increased by an average of 66,8% per year during the 
same time period.17 Production and export figures also fell dramatically as is 
illustrated in table 4 below.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
13 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 152. 
14 Dzorgbo (1988), p. Chapter 5.  
15 Killick (1978), p. 300.  
16 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 211. 
17 Herbst (1993), p. 14. 
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Table 1: Export production volumes 1975 – 1981 (thousand 
units)  
 

 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 
Cocoa (tonnes) 397,3 326,7 277,4 268,2 280,8 277,2 246,5 

Logs (cubic metres) 623,0 565,0 586,0 591,0 285,0 185,0 222,0 

Gold (kg) 16,3 16,5 15,0 12,0 11,1 11,0 10,6 

Diamonds (carats) 233,3 228,3 194,7 142,3 122,6 114,9 836,4 

Manganese (tonnes) 415,3 361,9 292,4 316,7 253,8 249,9 223,1 

Bauxite (tonnes) 325,2 271,6 279,2 327,9 235,3 225,1 181,3 

Source: Hutchful (2002), p. 6. Based on information from Ghana Government, Quartely Digest 
of Statistics, June 1984 

To sum up: The post independence era saw an increase in social welfare 
services; i.e. schools, healthcare and infrastructure for a larger proportion of 
the Ghanaian population, however economic growth was not sustained and 
public spending largely exceeded state incomes. This, as we will see, paved 
the way for a new economic approach to foster economic development in 
Ghana.   

1.2. Neoliberalism during the ERP era and the “U-turn” in 
Ghanaian economic history 
Between 1982 and 1992 Ghana was governed by a military regime, the 
Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) under the leadership of flight 
lieutenant Jerry Rawlings. The core of the PNDC initially shared a lot in 
common with Nkrumah’s ideology, advocated socialistic development 
strategies and agitated against neo-colonialism by foreign western powers.18 
However, against the background of a steadily worsened socio economic 
situation in Ghana, with food shortage and underemployment deeply 
affecting the living standards of the average Ghanaian, Rawlings changed 
position. Backed up by International Financial Institutions he led Ghana 
onto a road inspired by neo liberal economic policies in an effort to halt the 
economic recession.  

The new economic policies, guided by the IMF/WB Structural Adjustment 
Programs, were locally launched as the Economic Recovery Program (ERP). 
The ERP included far reaching reforms in the public sector with the sell out 
of state owned enterprises as well as reduction of price controls and 

                                                             
18 Dzorgbo (1998), p. 221. 
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devaluation of the cedi.19 Due to a far reaching liberalisation of the economy 
Ghana gained international reputation as a “model country of adjustment”.20  

In macro economic terms the Ghanaian economy made large gains during 
the ERP era and GDP showed a positive growth by 5% annually between 
1984 and 1990.21 Inflation rates, although showing some variation during the 
period, taken together fell from 123 % in 1983 to 15 % in 1991-1992.22 

Production rates recovered and increased drastically during the ERP era. As 
an example Cocoa production increased from 159,565 metric tonnes in 1983 
to 247,470 in 1990. Gold production rose from 282,646 ounces in 1983 to 
541,408 in 1990 and timber exports increased from 103,000 cubic meters in 
1983 to 538,000 in 1988.23 As a total, export earnings increased 
considerably during the ERP even if market prices on most of Ghana’s 
commodities declined during the same period.  

However the ERP also had far reaching effects on the every day lives of the 
Ghanaian population since costs of living increased dramatically. Subsidies 
on basic goods were reduced or abolished and hospital and school fees were 
introduced. Studies undertaken in the mid 1980’s indicated that 
malnutrition among some strata of the population, especially children was 
becoming more widespread.24 School enrolment had shown a rising trend in 
the 1970’s but between 1983/84 and 1986/87 it fell by 3.4 %. There was also 
a 25 % drop in visits to Korle Bu Hospital and a 50 % drop in visits to Korle 
Bu Poly Clinic after the Government had introduced hospital fees.25 

In return for Rawlings commitment to structural adjustment, donor 
assistance rose sharply during the ERP era. The table below illustrates total 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) from all donors and multilateral 
donors to Ghana during the post independence era.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
19 Hutchful (2002), p. 56. 
20 Hutchful (2002), p. 1.  
21 Gyimah-Boadi (1995), p. 310.  
22 Gyimah – Boadi (1995), p. 310. 
23 Gyimah-Boadi (1995), p. 310. 
24 Gyimah – Boadi (1995), p. 312.  
25 Gyimah-Boadi (1995), p. 312. 
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Diagram 1: Total ODA & multilateral ODA to Ghana 1966 – 2004 
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Source: OECD/DAC development statistics online 

As illustrated in diagram 1 above, total ODA increased from $ 260 to $ 1392 
in a ten year period from 1981 to 1991.26 In this way external support helped 
to ensure the economic success of the Rawlings regime. However, during the 
last years of the ERP era, increasing demands for democracy from some 
segments of the population, in particular those who resisted neoliberal 
economic reforms, were posing challenges for the authoritarian regime. 
However, as Hutchful notes, those internal political forces were also backed 
up by an international post cold war emphasis on democracy.27 

1.3 A new democratic order 
The adoption of a democratic constitution in Ghana in 1992 has been 
described as a smooth political transition.28 In the outcome of the general 
elections held that same year, Jerry Rawlings remained in power thus some 
political continuity was maintained. Economy wise, the prospects looked 
promising and in beginning of the 1990´s the WB considered Ghana to 
qualify for an “east Asian type of economic breakthrough”.29. By the end of 
that same decade however, the country again found itself in economic 

                                                             
26 OECD/DAC Development statistics online  
27 Hutchful (2002), p. 1.  Hutchful also discusses three different theoretical explanations to why economic 
liberalization was followed by political liberalization, see Hutchful (2002) pp. 199-205. 
28 Hutchful (2002), p. 214.  
29 World Bank (1993) quoted in Hutchful (2002), p. 1. 
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turmoil with high rates of inflation. In 1998 a serous drought affected 
electricity generation from the Volta dam which hit hard on the economy. 
The crisis was further fuelled by increasing world market prices on oil and 
falling prices on important exports such as gold and cocoa.30 In December 
2000 the market liberal New Patriotic Party (NPP) won the election and 
John Agyekum Kufour entered the presidential post. In Ghana this was 
considered a historical event since power was peacefully transferred from the 
former military dictator Jerry Rawlings to another civilian government. 
Despite heated debate and internal criticism the NPP decided to join the 
World Bank/IMF Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) which 
would relieve the country from some of its international debts in return for 
economic stringency.31 Besides a general reduction in Government 
expenditure the NPP Government pursued some unpopular reforms during 
its first electoral term, the 100% increase in fuel prices in 2003 being a prime 
example.32 The NPP ran for two electoral terms whereas in January 2009 
Johan Atta Mills for the New Democratic Party was installed as new 
president.  

In a West African Regional context, contemporary Ghana is frequently 
pointed to as a positive example of successful political and economic 
performance. The WB (2004) describes Ghana as a stable and promising 
country with an economic potential and a strong social capital base.33 
Freedom of press and political rights has been ranked as among the best in 
Africa which is also well reflected in an active civil society and lively private 
media.34 Unlike some neighbouring countries Ghana does not suffer from 
armed conflicts but is actively taking part in regional peace keeping 
operations and is a strong supporter of West African economic integration 
trough the ECOWAS.35 However, although a steady increase in GDP in 
recent years has significantly reduced poverty, there is also evidence of 
increasing inequalities in living standards, with widespread poverty 
concentrated to the Northern Regions.36 In addition, accelerating urban 
growth has not kept pace with an increase in housing and employment 
opportunities which has caused serious social problems, large informal 
settlements and growing slums in the big cities.37  

                                                             
30 Gocking (2005) a, p. 239.  
31 Gooking (2005) a, p. 261.  
32 Gooking (2005) a, p. 267.  
33 WB (2004)b, p. 1-2.   
34http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/AFRICAEXT/GHANAEXTN/0,,menuPK:3
51962~pagePK:141132~piPK:141107~theSitePK:351952,00.html 
35 WB (2007), p. 6.  
36 WB (2007), p. 46 
37 African Regional Surveys of the World (2006), p. 520. Van Rooijen, Spalthoff, Raschid-Sally (2008)  
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5. URBANISATION AND THE WSS 
SITUATION 
 
As for water resources, Ghana, is relatively well equipped compared to many 
other African countries. Lake Volta in the eastern part of the country, created 
by the hydroelectric dam at Akosombo, is one of the largest man-made lakes 
in the world.38 (See map 1)  Accra, the capital city is served by two sources, 
the Weija water works by the Densu River and Kpong water works at Lake 
Volta. 39  

 
Map 2: Map showing the sources supplying the capital of Accra 

with water  

 

                             

 

 
Source: Lundéhn (2008) 

However speeded up urbanisation rates has put an increased pressure on the 
water and sanitation systems which has caused severe problems to the utility 
provider Ghana Water Company. In 2009 Ghana had an estimated 
population of about 23,837 million people.40 During the post independence 
era the urban population increased with a rapid rate from 23% in 1960, 29% 

                                                             
38 Governemnt of Ghana (2007), p. 5. 
39 Lundéhn (2008), p. 86.  
40 Framer (2009), p. 557.  
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in 1970, 32 % in 1984 and 44% in 2000.41 If growth rates continue with the 
speed of the 1990’s, Ghana is projected to have half of its population living in 
cities by 2015.42 In Accra, the capital city, it is estimated that 51,6 % of the 
population is served with piped water.43 A connection to the piped 
distribution network however, does not guarantee a 24 hour supply. Even 
connected households frequently suffer from irregularity in supply. As in 
many other low income countries, this provision gap is filled by small scale 
informal service providers, which serves all those without access to public 
water services. However, for consumers depending on the informal water 
market, insecurity in water quality44 but primarily higher tariffs are 
problems. As for Accra it is reported that “unconnected” consumers spend 
between 4 – 18 times the normal tariffs charged by the public water 
company.45 The political debate on the public/private divide in WSS service 
provision tends to draw attention from the important role played by small 
scale service providers who meet the demand of those un-served by the 
formal public sector.46 However, despite being an important field of 
research, an investigation of the informal water sector in Ghana falls beyond 
the scope of this study.  
 
 
 
 

                                                             
41 Ghana Demographic and Health Survey 2008, p. 1.  
42 Government of Ghana (2007), p. 26.  
43 UN Habitat (2008), p.13.   
44 The origin and quality of the water sold by water tankers cannot always be controlled. Occasionally 
untreated raw water is also distributed by informal service providers.  
45 Van Rooijen et al (2008), p 1.  
46 For an extensive investigation of  water resale and vending in Dar Es Salaam see Kjellen (2006)  



 

 38 
 

                                 
 
Picture 1. Households with connections resell water as an informal business, 

Photo by author 2004  
 
 
  
 

                     

   
 

Picture 2: Water truck tankers filling water into the tank of a house hold in the 
outskirts of Accra. Photo by author 2004 
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Aggregated data on access to water and sanitation services in Ghana over 
time is fragmented. As different sources occasionally present contradicting 
figures, data reliability is also a problem. Therefore, to   systematically assess 
WSS sector performance over time is difficult. In 2008, the Ghana and 
Demographic and Health Survey estimated that 27 % of the urban 
population and 2,5% of the rural population had piped water into their 
residence. However 78,6% of the urban and 76,2% of the rural population 
have access to an improved water source. 47 Improved in this case is defined 
as anything from; piped water into dwelling, public tap or standpipe, tube 
well or bore hole, protected dug well, protected spring or rainwater 
collection. Moreover the Ghana Demographic and Health Survey also 
present comparable data on drinking water and sanitation facilities among 
the Ghanaian population for a ten year period 1993, 1998 and 2003 as is 
shown in table 2 below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
47 Ghana Demographic and Health Survey (2008), p. 23 
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Table 2: Source of drinking water in Ghana, 1993, 1998, 2003 (%) 
 
 Urban   Rural   

       

 1993 1998 2003 1993 1998 2003 

       

Piped into residence 37,2 41,4 33,448   2,0   3,5   1,949 

Public tap/neighbour 38,6 42,6 39,1 10,8 12,2   8,9 

Well in Residence   2,1   0,8   4,950   1,4   1,9   3,051 

Bore hole   3,7   3,2   n.a 26,6 29,6   n.a 

Public Well   7,9   5,2  13,652 12,3 14,8 53,953 

Spring   0,5   0,4   0,3   0,9   1,4   0,9 

River/stream   5,8   3,4   2,0 36,6 25,5 24,3 

Other   3,954   3,055   6,856   6,757 11,158   7,059 

Missing/Don’t know   0,3   0   0   2,8   0   0,1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source:  Ghana Demographic and Health survey, 1993, 1998, 2003 

As shown in the above between 30 and 40 % of the urban population have 
had piped water into their residence/compound/plot during the ten year 

                                                             
48 For the 2003 data the post “ piped into residence” is made up of two separate posts i.e. “piped into 
dwelling” (11,5%) and “piped into compound/plot” (21,9%). 
49 Piped into dwelling (0,7%) and Piped into compound/plot (1,2%) 
50 For the 2003 data the post “Well in residence” is made up of two separate posts i.e. “Open well in dwelling/ 
yard (2,5%) and “Protected well in dwelling/ yard” (2,4%)  
51 For the 2003 data the post “Well in residence” is made up of two separate posts i.e. “Open well in dwelling/ 
yard (1,3%) and “Protected well in dwelling/ yard” (1,7%)   
52 For the 2003 data the post “Public well” is made up of two separate posts i.e. “Open public well” (5,9%) 
and “Protected public well”(7,8%) 
53  Open public well (12,8%) and protected public well (41,1%). Unlike data from 1993 and 1998, figures on 
people depending on boreholes as their main source of drinking water are probably also included in this post 
for 2003 
54 Including  rainwater by 0,7% 
55 “Other” in the statistics for 1998 is made up of pond/lake (0,1%), Dam (0,9%), Dugout(0,3%), Rainwater 
(0,5%), Tanker Truck (1,2%)  
56 For the 2003 data the post “Other“is made up of Pond/Lake (0,5%), Dam (0,1%), Rainwater (0,5%), 
Tanker Truck (2,3%), Satchel water (3,0%) and other (0,4 %) 
57 Including rainwater by 0,9% 
58 Pond/lake (2,5%), Dam (4,4%), Dugout (2,8%), Rainwater (0,9%), Tanker/Truck (0,5%) 
59 Pond/lake (2,4%), Dam (3,7%), Rainwater (0,2%), Tanker/truck (0,4%), Satchel Water (0,3%) 
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period 1993 – 2003.  However, as previously noted, it is important to 
remember that this does not imply all had a 24 hour service. Most urban 
dwellers, around 40 % depended on a public tap or a neighbour for drinking 
water whereas the majority of rural people depended on a public well or 
borehole. Rivers and streams were also important sources of drinking water 
for the rural population.   

The Ghana Demographic and Health survey does not present separate 
data on wastewater collection and treatment. However as for sanitary 
facilities in a broader sense, figures on toilet facilities for 1993, 1998 and 
2003 as are presented in table 3 below. 

 
Table 3: Sanitation facility in Ghana 1993, 1998, 2003 (%) 

Source:  Ghana Demographic and Health survey, 1993, 1998, 2003  

Whereas most urban residents relied on ventilated improved pit latrines for 
sanitation, the proportion of urban people with access to a flush toilet 
steadily increased during the ten year period. A majority of the rural 
population used traditional pit latrines for sanitation. Almost a third of the 
rural population did not have access to any type of facility during the ten 
year period covered by the data. In 2008 it was estimated that 15, 6 % of the 
urban and 7, 3% of the rural population had access to an improved sanitation 
facility.65 

                                                             
60 Private Flush toilet (10,3%) and Shared Flush Toilet (5,3%)  
61 Private Flush Toilet (10,5%) and Shared Flush Toilet (7,8%)  
62 Private Flush Toilet (0,5%) and Shared Flush Toilet (0,4%) 
63 Private  Flush Toilet (1,2%) and Shared Flush Toilet (0,9%) 
64 Ventilated Improved Pit Latrine 
65 Ghana Demographic and Health Survey (2008), p. 24. Improved in this case means private facilities which 
can be Flush  or Pour/Flush latrines connected either to a piped sewer system, a septic tank or a pit latrine, 
Ventilated Improved Pit latrines, Pit latrine with slab or Composting toilets.  

 Urban   Rural   

 1993 1998 2003 1993 1998 2003 

Flush Toilet 15,660 18,361 21,2 0,962 2,163    1,7 

Traditional pit latrine 29,2 21,7 26,7 59,5 50,8 54,0 

VIP64 27,8 36,9 40,8 7,2 18,2 13,5 

Bucket/pan 19,2 13,7 4,5 1,7 2,3   0,2 

No facility/Bush 8,3 9,4 6,7 30,6 26,6 30,6 

Missing 0 0 0,1 0 0   0,1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Central sewerage is very limited in Ghana. The International Water 
Management Institute (2006) reports that all officially registered sewerage 
systems are located in urban areas mainly Accra, Tema and Kumasi.66 

However, only 5% of the population disposes of their wastewater into a 
sewerage system.67 Even for the waste water that passes through a sewer 
network most of it remains untreated due to the failure of the treatments 
plants. 68 A survey carried out by Ghana Statistical Service (2002) show that 
about 38% of the population dispose of their liquid waste69 directly onto the 
streets or outside, 21 % throw their wastewater into street gutters, another 35 
% on their compound and 1% in other places. 70 

To sum up, the existing situation with regard to WSS in Ghana leaves a lot 
to wish for. Efforts made however, must be recognized. After all the 
WHO/UNICEF (2008) indicates that Ghana as nation despite low coverage 
levels in 1990 in combination with rapid population growth actually might 
be able to meet the drinking water target of the Millennium Development 
Goals of cutting in half the proportion of people without access to an 
improved water resource.71 How these efforts to supply more peple in 
Ghanas urban areas with WSS have been shaped and evolved in the 
intersection between national and international policy trends is the subject 
of the following chapters. The next part in this study therefore focuses on 
policy development with regard to WSS in the international donor 
community and provides a picture of the WSS challenge as it was framed in 
large international gatherings and among important policy actors such as the 
World Bank and the United Nations.  

 

 
 

                                                             
66 Obuobie et al (2006), p. 59.  
67 Ghana Statistical Services (2002) in Obuobie et al (2006), p. 59.  
68 Murray & Drechsel (submitted to Waterlines)   
69 Obuobie et al (2006) refer to liquid waste as grey water, meaning wastewater from baths, kitchen, laundry 
etc as opposed to black water which is generated in toilets.  
70 Ghana Statistical Services (2002) in Obuobie et al(2006), p. 59. 
71 WHO/UNICEF (2008), p. 32.  
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6. WSS WITHIN THE INTERNATIONAL 
DONOR COMMUNITY 1950 - 2002 

 
This chapter focuses on policy development with regard to urban WSS issues 
within the international donor community during the post-World War II era 
up until today. The exposition strives to give a better understanding of how 
critical WSS issues were framed in interaction with economic thinking at the 
time and thereby provide a background to the following investigation of 
urban WSS development in Ghana. A number of ideas linger on or overlap 
between phases. Therefore, in order to reduce repetition, ideas and strategies 
have been highlighted during the time period in which they were most 
influential. Public versus private responsibilities in the sector and financing 
methods are not the only critical issues that will be followed, but they run 
throughout the investigation as two of the connecting thoughts.  
 

6.1 Urbanization, health and basic needs – the WSS issue 
acquires a place on the agenda  
The late 1950’s and 1960’s was a period characterized by a sense of 
widespread optimism concerning the economic future of the newly 
independent states in the developing world. Liberation of former colonial 
areas spurred great expectations as it was believed that the road from 
political independence to industrialization and economic growth would be 
short and straightforward. Drawing on lessons from experiences with the 
Marshall aid and how it fostered economic growth in Europe, it was 
presumed that more than anything else, lack of capital hindered economic 
growth in low income countries.1 Therefore foreign aid, in the form of capital 
injections in the productive sectors of low income economies would help 
stimulate growth and accelerate development.  

The United Nations system itself, as well as the Bretton Woods 
Institutions2, was founded at the end of Second World War. In addition 
many bilateral development agencies as well as regional development banks 
were established during the 1960’s.  

 

                                                             

1 Theoretical justifications for foreign donor assistance were provided by current growth and stages theorists, 
such as Arthur Lewis, Roy Harrod, Evsy Domar and Walt Rostow. 
2 Then IBRD, IMF and GATT. IBRD which was commonly referred to as the World Bank, changed its official 
name in 1960 when it was spitted up in two sections IDA and IBRD. Today the World Bank group consists of 
IBRD, IDA, IFC and MIGA and ICSID.  
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In a World Bank publication from 2003, Mervyn L. Weiner, the first 
Director-General of the Department for Operations Evaluation at the World 
Bank, recalls an experience of a board meeting in the early years of the 
1950’s where, among other things, the board he participated in, discussed 
whether or not to begin lending for municipal water projects.3 The board 
decided not to go ahead with the project with the motivation that financing 
water supply was considered as “financing consumption” whereas the Bank 
looked upon itself as an investment bank. Financing water for cattle though, 
was regarded a directly productive investment and would therefore be OK. 4  

This decision reflects and exemplifies the dominant economic beliefs held 
within the World Bank at the time, where foreign assistance, as previously 
mentioned, was regarded as a means of filling investment gaps where 
countries were not able to generate their own savings. At the time, World 
Bank loans were only offered to those considered as creditworthy and 
directly productive investments in a narrow sense, whereas WSS 
infrastructure was regarded a “social investment” which did not qualify for 
World Bank support.5  

Instead, the World Health Organisation was the first international body to 
provide a global perspective on the need for WSS sector services in 
developing countries.6 Ever since it’s foundation in 1948, the WHO put water 
and sanitation at the centre of its activities, thus in the initial phase of donor 
assistance to WSS, WHO was considered the leading agency with expert 
knowledge in the sector.7 Accordingly, health aspects of improved WSS 
services were put at the forefront in this initial phase. However, as Grover 
points out, early development assistance to the sector was somewhat 
fragmented in terms of project coordination and knowledge sharing between 
countries and donor agencies.8 

International assistance to WSS on a larger scale developed in the 1970’s. 9 
By the time of the first UN Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm in 1972, there were already a substantial number of donor 
agencies engaged in water sector related projects. The Stockholm Conference 
considerably helped to raise general awareness on environmental issues and 
an immediate outcome was the establishment of a separate UN body 

                                                             
3Weiner (2003) I want to thank Michelle Alacevich for drawing my attention to the events described in this 
piece of work. 
4 Weiner (2003) p.17 
5 Alacevich (2009) For further reading on this topic see also Alacewich (2005) 
6 Grover (1998), p. 30. 
7 WB (1972), p. 244. 
8 Grover (1998), p. 30. According to Grover (1998), Latin America was an exception where countries had a 
longer tradition of coordinated work within the WSS sector.  
9 See for example Seppälä (2002), p. 367. 
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responsible for environmental concerns; the United Nations Environmental 
Program (UNEP) with headquarters in Nairobi.10 In the conference report a 
special recommendation was dealing with the possibilities to improve water 
and sewerage in human settlements,11 however urban WSS was not a priority 
area of the conference. WSS issues as such, were more specifically addressed 
at a separate conference on Human Settlements in Vancouver in 1976. In 
Vancouver, the increasing demand for WSS in rapidly growing urban areas 
was addressed and all participating governments made a commitment to: 
“adopt programs with realistic standards for quality and quantity to provide 
water for urban and rural areas by 1990 if possible”12 It was also mentioned 
that efforts to improve sanitation had to be accelerated but no specific 
targets for implementation were mentioned in relation to sanitation. Grover 
and Howarth (1991) report that attention primarily was focused on water 
supply during this time period whereas the emphasis on sanitation remained 
more limited.13 

During the 1970’s development optimism vanished and critical voices 
were heard which claimed that the effects of economic growth in developing 
countries had not benefited the poor. The transfer of technology and 
economic resources had contributed to propel immediate economic growth 
but had not been followed by income distribution. New and radical 
development approaches were called for and claims on a “de-linking” from 
the world market and a New Economic World Order were articulated by 
dependency theoreticians and developing countries. Under the leadership of 
Robert McNamaara (World Bank president 1968 – 1981) the World Bank 
experienced a fundamental reorientation in its lending policies, towards a 
broader social development agenda and projects concentrating on sectors 
such as health and education were brought to the fore. This new “basic needs 
approach” suggested that aid be targeted towards pure poverty related 
projects instead of waiting for welfare to “trickle down” from above. During 
the first McNamaara years at the World Bank, an urban development 
department as well as an urban poverty task group was established and the 
rationales for Bank lending was seriously widened.14  
In a WB sector study from 1972 the role of urban WSS for national 
development prospects is emphasized.15 The sector study also stresses that 
sewerage, is often under prioritized in spite of its strong public health 
benefits for society on a larger scale, since the immediate individual benefits 

                                                             
10 Selin & Linnér (2005), p. 32. 
11 UN(1973) Reccomendation 9.   
12 UN (1976). Recommendation C.12.  
13 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 146. 
14 Alacevich (2009), p. 240.  
15 WB (1972), p. 241. 
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might not be as apparent as for example for water supply. Interestingly 
enough the World Bank paper from 1972 promote water borne sewerage as 
“…..the only satisfactory way of removal of human wastes.”16 As will be 
further discussed below, the appropriateness of installing “Western style” 
centrally managed water borne sewerage systems in low income cities was to 
be called into question in the future. 

The WB sector study relates the WSS issue to problems of urbanisation17 
At the time, the Bank concentrated its activities to urban areas with the 
motivation that the need for water and sewerage service increases more 
rapidly in urban areas and that public health effects are greatest where 
population is most densely concentrated. Also it states that “if a choice must 
be made, concentrating on urban areas benefits the largest number of 
people”18  

As the World Bank began lending to WSS sector projects it brought with it 
an early concern for “sound financial management” of the sector and the 
public utilities that would benefit from loans. The WB sector study from 1972 
states that the Bank holds a large potential to assist in improving “the 
operations and financial policies of poorly managed and inefficient 
organisations”19 However it admits that “even though water and sewerage 
have many common features with other public utilities, it also has a much 
stronger character of a “social service” in “the minds of the people” than has 
for example power and telecommunications.20 Charging for water is 
recognized as a politically sensitive issue since “….the idea of paying the full 
price for water is not yet accepted in many developing countries”21. The 
sector study further states that WSS frequently is classified, as “social rather 
than economic infrastructure, perhaps because no other public utility service 
more closely affects the daily lives of people”22 

The first UN conference dedicated solely to Water issues was held in Mar 
del Plata, Argentina on the 4th to 25th March, 1977. Mar del Plata has been 
pointed to as a landmark for international cooperation on water supply and 
sanitation issues which considerably helped to accelerate the focus on WSS 
activities in developing countries as well as within the international donor 
community.23 Problems in the sector had become urgent and therefore 
increased attention and financial assistance to water supply and sanitation 

                                                             
16 WB (1972), p. 243. 
17 WB (1972), p. 241. 
18 WB (1972), p. 249. 
19 WB (1972), p. 245. 
20 WB (1972), p. 243.  
21 WB (1972), p. 243. 
22 WB (1972), p. 243. 
23 Black (1998), p. 4., Biswas (1997),p. 28. 
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were now opted for. To underline the importance of WSS on the global 
development agenda the Mar del Plata conference states that:  
 

“All peoples, whatever their stage of development and their social 
and economic conditions, have the right to have access to 
drinking water in quantities and of a quality equal to their basic 
needs”24  

 
Apart from standard arguments such as the need for more resources to the 
sector and the promotion for water issues on the global development agenda, 
the Mar del Plata action plan emphasizes the need for water assessment 
activities, the role of research, scientific knowledge and technical 
cooperation between countries. The finding of appropriate technologies was 
also emphasized as crucial to solving the water crises and the technical 
knowledge provided by engineers was put at the forefront.25 

Biswas (1997) argues that besides the decisions taken at the actual 
conference, an important side effect of this international gathering was the 
processes that were initiated during the preparatory procedures in the run 
up to the conference. The preparations for the conference produced new 
knowledge and information on various aspects of water management as 
many developing countries for the first time produced detailed national 
reports on availability and usage of water, as well as reviews of planning 
needs and management practices.26  

A major outcome of the Mar del Plata conference was the launching of an 
International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade (IDWSSD) from  
1981–1990.27 An agreement was made, that national water strategies with 
clearly defined implementation targets had to be prepared by low income 
countries. The decade should be devoted to the realization of these national 
plans for drinking water supply and sanitation.28 Although, expectations 
were there, a separate UN body for water never came into being in Mar del 
Plata.29 However the launching of the water decade brought with it a 
partnership program; the UNDP–WB Water and Sanitation program (WSP), 
aimed as an applied research project to support collaboration between 
international agencies during the drinking water supply and sanitation 
decade (1981–1990). WSP was going to work to try out new ideas through 

                                                             
24 UN (1977), p. 4.  
25 UN (1977) Mar del Plata Action Plan, Seppälä (2002) also stress that appropriate technology was 
emphasized during this time period.    
26 Biswas (1997), p. 28.  
27 UN (1989), p. iii. 
28 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 147.   
29 Grover (1998) p. 30. 
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field based activities, to evaluate the findings and to share the knowledge 
gained with other international actors.30 With a pronounced focus on serving 
the poor, the WSP somehow embodied the development strategy of 
concentrating on basic needs rather than waiting for macro economic growth 
to trickle down to the poor.  

This new direction is also reflected in a World Bank document from 1978. 
Here it is stated that whereas previous lending in the sector has been focused 
on providing the basic infrastructure required by other directly productive 
sectors, “…emphasis is now being placed on lending which will provide 
access to public services to a larger proportion of the population, particularly 
to low income groups.31  

Hence, with the reorientation of WB policies, with the first UN Conference 
on Water in Mar del Plata and the Water Decade for Action the WSS issue 
had finally acquired its place on the development agenda.   

6.2 The International Drinking Water Supply and 
Sanitation Decade 
As noted above, the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation  
Decade (1981–1990) aimed at the ambitious goal of giving all people access 
to clean drinking water supply and basic sanitation services by 1990.32 
Efforts were accelerated during the decade but although many people were 
reached by the decade activities the goals remained far from met as the 
decade was coming to an end. In 1990, still one out of three persons in the 
developing world did not have a reliable supply of safe drinking water and 
even more people lacked access to sanitation.33  

In a UN report from 1989, an attempt was made to evaluate the actions of 
the decade and to identify the shortfalls and the major constraints to the 
work made during the decade so far. The report states, that besides financial 
constraints; i.e. the failure of attracting sufficient capital for sector 
development, institutional and legal constraints also had to be considered as 
being equally responsible for the inability to reach the decade goals. Lessons 
from the decade had made the donor community observant on the 
importance of legal regulations which, it states, were often underestimated 
in favour of the engineering approach to water and sanitation issues. It was 
recognized that enforcements of existing legal regulations often were weak 
within the large state owned sectors in low income countries. 34 In addition, 

                                                             
30 Black (1998), p. 1. 
31 WB (1978), p. 1. 
32 UN (1989), p. iii. 
33 Grover & Howarth (1991), p. 150.  
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the UN report (1989) recognized that new construction works were 
prioritized at the cost of managerial skills which were often downgraded. 
Therefore it is claimed that: “The organization of water and sanitation 
agencies should reflect that drinking water supply and sanitation are not 
purely engineering endeavours, but that they should integrate modern 
managerial methods.”35 This shift in emphasis from engineering to 
managerial skills as key to WSS development goes together with the insight 
that efforts had to be put into using existing resources more efficiently rather 
than investing in new projects.  

In terms of institutional constraints, the UN report (1989) also find that 
too many ministries with overlapping responsibilities were involved in water 
and sanitation activities and that coordination within the sector was poor. 
Therefore an institutional reorganization of the water sector was needed 
where responsibilities would be clearly defined.36 The report further claims 
that in the past the sector has relied too much on central governments, local 
administrations and community participation for WSS service provision. 
This focus, it is claimed, had downplayed the role and capabilities of the 
private sector in WSS service provision. The problem of “getting prices right” 
is also emphasized as a large constraint to WSS sectors in the developing 
world. It is seen as a problem that water tariffs were set on a “political basis” 
rather than reflecting the real costs of production. Thus, the report states 
that: “…agencies tended to rely on subsidies from the government, rather 
than devise and apply demand management procedures and marginal 
pricing.“37  

User participation and public awareness were other issues addressed in 
the UN 1989 evaluation report. The role of women was particularly 
emphasized as they carry the main responsibilities for family health and 
sanitation but nevertheless, are seldom included in the planning of water 
supply systems. To facilitate active user participation in sector planning, the 
report also suggests that all agencies should have offices to deal with users 
and customers and in this way adapt a more customer oriented approach.  

Contrary to what had previously been promoted in the WB (1972) 
document, centrally managed water borne sewerage systems were no longer 
seen as the sole solution but rather as a problem to the development of WSS 
systems in developing countries. The UN report concludes that:  
 

“Developing countries tend to adopt the standards of water 
supply and sanitation systems used in more developed areas. 

                                                             
35 UN (1989), p. 2. 
36 UN (1989), p. 2.  
37 UN (1989), p. 2. 
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Since their economic capability is much lower than in the model 
countries the uncritical adoption of alien practices may result in 
overdesign of systems and locking up of scarce capital. A related 
effect is that a majority of peoples do not benefit from high cost, 
centrally operated systems. In fact, high connection cost may 
prevent more widespread use of public systems, since in many 
cases the average user cannot afford the connection cost”.38  
 

This is also emphasized in WB reports from 1988 and 1989, which underline 
the need for low cost technologies in the sector. Since conventional water 
and sewerage systems, the standard western model, were only affordable for 
an elite minority it was emphasized that investments for other types of WSS 
projects also had to be made available. In order to extend services to the 
urban and rural poor, it was emphasized that alternative technologies have 
to be developed and applied.39 In this context the role of women, the private 
sector and the involvement of communities is put at the forefront.40 In line 
with the UN report the WB also states that more emphasis has to be put on 
optimizing the use of existing assets instead of pouring capital into 
developing new systems.41 

“Innovative approaches” to sector financing were encouraged by the 
World Bank. In this context the Bank refers to the leasing out of water supply 
services in Conacry, Guinea to a foreign company as a positive example.42  

In 1990, the final year of the international drinking water and sanitation 
decade the “Global Consultation on Safe Water and Sanitation for the 
1990’s” was held in New Dehli. In New Dehli, the huge funding gaps that the 
WSS sector in developing countries were facing were discussed and it was 
stated that “to achieve full coverage by the year 2000 using conventional 
technologies and approaches would require five times the current level of 
investment”. This was not considered as a viable option wherefore increased 
efficiency and use of low cost technology were promoted as possible ways 
forward. In this context the importance of better organization and clear 
sector strategies were emphasized in order to make the sector more 
attractive for external financial support.43 Human resources development 
and education was further emphasized in this Global Consultation as keys to 
the new approach, both at university and community level. It was stated that 
multidisciplinary approaches have to be encouraged within academic 

                                                             
38 UN (1989), p.1. 
39 WB (1988), p.13.WB (1989), p.3.  
40 WB (1988), p. 16. WB (1989), p.14. 
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43 UN (1990), p. 24. 
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education. Project management, for instance, was considered a compulsory 
component in the education in sanitary and environmental engineering.44 
Regarding community education, participatory approaches which would 
empower and equip communities to own and control their systems was 
emphasized. This applied to rural communities as well as poor urban 
settlements. To improve the general management situation, the New Dehli 
conference also promoted a new role for government in WSS services “from 
being that of a provider to that of promoter and facilitator.”45 This, it is 
stated, would enable local public, private and community institutions to 
deliver better services. 

To sum up the post water decade evaluations showed frustration over the 
lack of achievements. This paved the way for radical shifts in views on who 
should be the provider and for what reasons.  

 

6.3. From Dublin to Rio – sustainable water management 
and water as an economic good  
During the course of the 1990’s a new approach was adopted which strived to 
create regulatory capacity in the WSS sector and to encourage private sector 
participation. Structural adjustment programs had been carried out in low 
income countries since the beginning of the 1980´s and neoliberal economic 
policies had prepared the ground for more business minded approaches to 
public services provision world wide.  

In this context, the international Conference on Water and the 
Environment held in Dublin Ireland, in 1992 is frequently pointed to as a 
landmark.46 The Dublin conference, which was held as a preparatory 
meeting in the run up for the Rio Summit later the same year, was attended 
by five hundred participants, including experts from a hundred countries 
and representatives of eighty international, intergovernmental and non 
governmental organizations.47 

In the introduction to the Dublin statement it is declared that the water 
crisis is not coming but it is already here. Therefore it is considered as urgent 
to reverse trends of over consumption, misuse and pollution and48 to find 
new ways to cope with the water challenge. The Dublin statement framed the 
WSS issue as a challenge of managing scarcity. The statement was organized 

                                                             
44 UN (1990), p. 24. 
45 UN(1990), p. 23. 
46 See for example Seppelä (2002), Grover & Howarth (1991)   
47 UN (1992)a, p 38.  
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around four guiding principles that set out recommendations for action at 
local, national and international level. The Dublin principles are as follows: 
 

No 1 - Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to 
sustain life, development and the environment 
No 2 – Water development and management should be based on 
a participatory approach, involving users, planners and policy 
makers at all levels 
No 3 - Women play a central part in the provision, management 
and safeguarding of water 
No 4 - Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and 
should be recognized as an economic good 49 

 
Principle number 4 is the most discussed component of the Dublin 
principles. Under principle no four it is also stated that it is important to: 
  

“….recognize the basic right of all human beings to have access to 
clean water and sanitation at an affordable price. Past failure to 
recognize the economic value of water has led to environmentally 
damaging uses of the resource. Managing water as an economic 
good is also an important way of achieving efficient and equitable 
use, and of encouraging conservation and protection of water 
resources.”50  

 
Accordingly, effective management is emphasized as a key to solving the 
water crises and here, getting the price right is again stressed as being 
fundamental to cope with overuse and misuse of water. However, the 
statement that water is an economic good provoked a lively global debate 
among donor agencies, developing countries, sector professionals and 
NGO’s.51  

The problems addressed in the Dublin principles in 1992 and the 
proposed strategies to cope with these problems are confirmed by a 
contemporary World Bank Study which was published the same year and 
summarized the Banks experiences from lending in the sector for 20 years. 
The report points to pricing as a key to achieve efficiency within the sector 
and highlights the lack of overall water sector policies.52 It is mentioned that 
projects are often initiated without any established sector policies or studies 
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51 See for instance Budds & McGranahan (2003) Gleick et al. (2002) Rogers et al (1998)  
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of sector contexts. Furthermore it is pointed out that many projects address 
only immediate local problems, such as how to best get water supplies 
quickly into major cities regardless of other demands for water in the 
country. Therefore, the need for holistic approaches, which take different 
uses of water as well as long term integrated planning into account, is raised. 
WB experience, it is stated, show a clear need for better organization and 
management of national water sectors, for water sector surveys, and for well 
planned water supply and sanitation strategies.53  

The 1992 Rio top summit in Brazil, was the first Global UN forum on 
environmental issues held since Stockholm in 1972. At this meeting further 
efforts were made to promote a more integrated provision of environmental 
infrastructure; i.e. “water, sanitation, drainage and solid waste 
management”54 By this time, the Bruntland report had introduced the 
concept of “sustainable development” into the debate on development and 
environmental issues55 and in Agenda 21, WSS management is framed as 
part of the wider challenge of achieving environmental sustainability. It was 
argued that: 
 

“The multisectoral nature of water resources development in the 
context of socioeconomic development must be recognized, as 
well as the multi-interest utilization of water resources for water 
supply and sanitation, agriculture, industry, urban development, 
hydropower generation, inland fisheries, transportation, 
recreation, low and flat lands management and other 
activities.”56 

 
The sustainability debate resulted in the adoption of an Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM) approach. The basic assumptions behind 
IWRM strategies is that the water crises is mainly a crises of governance, 
wherefore it seeks to balance the needs of different uses of water i.e. 
domestic, industrial, agricultural and environmental needs. An important 
detail here is that the environment itself is considered as one of water users; 
i.e. the water needs of the ecosystem are recognized. At the heart of IWRM 
strategies is the insight that the water resources of the worlds have to be 
holistically managed. Further on, in order to allocate water among the 
different uses in the most efficient way IWRM suggest that water is treated 
as an economic good. In addition it aims to encourage a new management 
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paradigm that does not depart from sector based, traditional top-down 
governance models which used to put emphasis on technical solutions. 
Instead cross sectoral approaches and holistic perspectives are encouraged 
as a means for achieving sustainable water management. This includes for 
instance wider geographical areas, different uses of water and the integration 
of stakeholders at different levels in society in the decision making process.57 

To sum up, an important policy statement during the early 1990’s was that 
a sustainable use of water resources requires that it be treated as an 
economic good. This, as discussed in chapter 1, was also the beginning of the 
“privatisation decade” in WSS management.   

6.4. Towards a revised role for the Private sector and 
sanitation moving forward 
At the UN millennium summit in New York, the overall goals for the 
development work known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
were set out. The MDGs are the development targets referred to by most 
developing countries and donor agencies in their poverty reduction 
strategies and constitute a framework for measuring progress. The MDGs for 
water fall under Goal number 7 “To secure an environmentally sustainable 
development “that also sets out to halve the proportion of people without 
access to clean drinking water until 2015.58 In addition, it is commonly 
pointed to the fact that better access to water has a large impact on the 
possibilities of achieving all the other MDGs.59 

The first two years of the 2000’s was also a preparatory phase in the run 
up to the next 2002 Earth Summit in Johannesburg. Many meetings and 
conferences were held with the aim to formulate strategies and visions to be 
brought up in Johannesburg. One of them was the Bonn conference, titled 
“Dublin + 10” and held in December 2001. At the Bonn meeting a strong 
effort was made to push for sanitation issues. The Water Supply and 
Sanitation Collaborative Council (founded just prior to the New Delhi 
meeting) and UN Habitat launched the WASH - (Water, Sanitation and 
Hygiene for all) initiative as a global advocacy campaign which aimed to 
raise awareness on the importance of sanitation issues and to put sanitation 
on top of the Johannesburg agenda.60 It was declared that it is high time to 
stop ignoring sanitation and to upgrade its critical role in a sustainable water 
management. The Bonn keys declare that: “It is time now to build on the 
national and international commitment on drinking water with the 
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determination also to halve the number of those who do not have access to 
sanitation”. 61   

In Bonn a strong emphasis was also put on the huge funding gaps which 
were noticed as one of the major challenges to the WSS sector globally. Here 
an increased role for the private sector as well as increased development 
assistance was stressed as solutions to the sector challenges. The proceedings 
declare that: “We urge the private sector to join with government and civil 
society to contribute to bringing water and sanitation services into the 
unserved areas and to strengthen investment and management 
capabilities.”62 However it was obviously important to make a difference 
between privatization and private management where: “Privately managed 
services delivery should not imply private ownership of water resources. 
Service providers should be subject to effective regulation and monitoring.”63 
In the discussion on PSP, it was also argued that private sector participation 
should not be imposed on countries as a condition for funding. In addition, it 
was also stated that more has to be done to help the public sector work in a 
more efficient manner.64 Hence it stands clear that, the private sector had 
definitely entered and was mostly welcomed the WSS scene, although 
expectations on the capabilities of the private sector to serve the poor had 
become slightly moderated.    

If WSS as some claim was forgotten in Rio65, it was pronounced as one of 
the prioritized areas for the conference discussions in Johannesburg.  UN 
Secretary General Kofi Annan emphasized five particular sectors as being of 
special importance to international agreements on environmental issues. 
Water and sanitation issues were placed on top, closely followed by health, 
agriculture and food security, energy and biodiversity as prioritized areas for 
international development cooperation.66 Apart from putting WSS on top of 
the agenda the Johannesburg meeting confirmed and complemented the 
previous millennium summit goal on halving the proportion of people 
without clean drinking water by adding another clausal; Halving the 
proportion of people without basic sanitation until 2015.67 

A thorough discussion on the preconditions for PSP within the WSS sector 
was held in Johannesburg. Among the issues raised was the problem of 
appropriate pricing. Some argued that the private sector will always be 
looking for profits and that this would be a problem for the poorest groups in 
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society who might not afford to pay the water rates. WASH proposed a more 
pragmatic approach to PSP which did not mean either free water or totally 
market based solutions.68 

The limitations and shortfalls with private sector provision were 
increasingly recognized also within the World Bank. In a WB study from 
2003 a more pragmatic approach to private sector participation is 
promoted.69 It is stated that unrealistically high expectations on the private 
sector from clients and Bank staff must be tempered. A continued careful 
evaluation of each PSP program is needed, to identify factors of success and 
failure. In addition it is mentioned that there has been a lot of criticism 
towards recent trends of deregulation. Civil society organisations in 
particular have raised questions on the appropriateness of PSP 
arrangements in providing the poor with efficient WSS services. A somewhat 
revised version of the benefits from PSP is sketched out which is mirrored in 
the following statement:  
 

“Clearly, PSP cannot be considered a panacea to the sector 
challenges, nor the only option. Bank assistance to the sector 
should consider solutions within the continuum between fully 
public and fully private provision, which are most suited to 
individual country circumstances, as both private and public 
approaches have been shown to produce good results if properly 
designed and supervised.“70 

 
Looking back at the 1990’s, the World Bank noted that it had been more 
difficult to introduce the PSP paradigm in WSS than in other infrastructure 
sectors. This is partly related to a widespread resistance to raising tariffs to 
cost recovering levels which makes the sector more risky for long term 
investments in assets. In addition, since the responsibilities for water and 
sanitation often falls on local governments such as municipalities, the lack of 
experience of PSP among these agencies is also pointed to as a major 
constraint.71  
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6.5. Summary 
This section has strived to highlight the shifts in policy priorities with regard 
to WSS within the international donor community. I demonstrates that 
donor’s awareness of the problems with poor WSS services in developing 
countries was triggered as urbanization increased and migration from the 
countryside in low income countries augmented. Although the links between 
adequate WSS services and economic productivity were recognized, the 
public health rationale for investments in the sector appears to be in focus. 
This is also reflected in the prominent role played by the World Health 
Organisation as a lead agency within the sector during this the early period. 
Beginning from a rather narrow understanding of WSS issues as being solely 
related to health, it was gradually understood that lack of WSS in the 
growing cities was also hampering economic and social development on a 
larger scale. Today, the topic of WSS does not automatically lead thoughts to 
WHO, but also to other international institutions with wider agendas. With 
time, the WSS issue has grown more complex and developed into a sector 
wide concern which is considered to effect economic development 
opportunities for a country in multiple ways. Today, adequate water services 
are recognized not only as essential for health and nutrition, but for 
economic productivity and for poverty alleviation on a larger scale. In this 
respect, a shift can be observed from the framing of the water challenge as a 
public health issue, to an emphasis on overall impact on poverty reduction 
on a larger scale.  

Another trend has been the increased attention paid to “software matters” 
of water management. Early development assistance to the WSS sector 
tended to emphasize hardware solutions; i.e. investments and expansions in 
capital intensive infrastructure, the laying of pipes and the drilling of 
boreholes and as a consequence engineering skills were placed at the 
forefront. During the period, a shift in emphasis has been observed towards 
approaches where institutional development, policy formulation and 
capacity building are given more weight. Within WSS sector work, 
institution-building and human resources development as well as a concern 
for management have become prioritized areas. Whereas the initial problem 
frame focused on “finding the appropriate technologies” focus have shifted 
towards governance issues. 72 

As reflected in the text above early donor assistance tended to focus on 
water supply whereas sanitation considerably lagged behind. Gradually the 
need for integrated approaches to urban water systems where new and used 
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water were seen as part of the same system gained ground. The set back of 
resources to sanitation projects was mentioned at an earlier stage but it was 
not until the Johannesburg Earth Summit in 2002 that it was put on top of 
the agenda and its importance was confirmed and backed up by a 
millennium target.  

Towards the end of the International drinking water and sanitation 
decade a consensus seemed to appear among a number of international 
donors that the private sector could address the deficiencies in water and 
sanitation sector in the south. It was explicitly declared that the government 
had to adopt a new role in WSS management; i.e. from that of being a 
provider to concentrate on its role as a regulator/facilitator. The 
contemporary Dublin Declaration was also important, in its declaration of 
water as an economic good. From a focus on expansion and investment in 
development a shift towards managing scarce resources can be observed.   

Another feature of the development is that the WSS issue is increasingly 
framed as part of the wider challenge of achieving environmental 
sustainability. With the Rio Declaration in 1992 environmental concerns 
became a standard component of WSS policy debate. The new focus on 
sustainability and on ecosystems perspectives rubbed off on the WSS sector 
as holistic approaches were gradually promoted and integrated into WSS 
policies. In Rio and Johannesburg important steps were taken towards 
establishing policies for sustainable use of water resources through the 
formulation of IWRM strategies. The sustainability paradigm with its’ take 
off in the Rio Declaration somehow seemed to have triggered the drive 
towards a politics of scarcity73 which suggest that treating water as an 
economic good is the best way to prevent this very precious resource from 
overuse and misuse.  

Against the background of this international context, the study will now 
turn to the investigation of Ghana’s WSS history to see how urban WSS 
services have developed in the intersection between national and 
international policy trends and how surrounding contextual factors have 
shaped evolution in the sector.  With the very special nature of WSS sector 
services in mind, the role of frames is emphasized as a way to better 
understand formal institutional change and development in the sector. 
Hereby, besides giving an empirical contribution through a descriptive 
account of historical events, the over-arching aim is also to reconstruct the 
historical context in which initiatives, reforms and policies were formulated. 
What was considered as critical issues and what were the following 

                                                             
73 Lester Brown (2006) uses the concept “a politics of scarcity” when referring to the strategies that countries 
may adapt in response to scarcity of oil or grain in the future. I find it suitable in a water context, when 
referring to the internationally agreed upon policies and strategies that are discussed in this study.   
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priorities? How was the water and sanitation challenge framed by the actors 
involved at the time of reform? 

Chapter 7 is largely based on official reports and written communication 
between colonial officials. Due to the lack of alternative sources, the story 
mainly represents the views of colonial officials which were involved in WSS 
sector work at the time. Two persons, Professor Simpson and Governor 
Guggisberg are given much weight in the presentation.  

Chapter 8 makes an in-depth study of the political discourse on WSS 
issues in parliament right after political independence. It also investigates 
the problems related to WSS management on the ground as they were 
described by the Public works department. The chapter also follows the road 
that led up to the formation of the state water utility GWSC in 1965.  

Chapter 9 provides a picture of the development challenges that faced the 
GWSC during the first years of operation. It also maps the gradual 
reorganisation of the utility until and the reform processes in the urban 
water sector until 2005 when a management contract was signed with a 
Dutch South African joint venture to operate and maintain Ghana’s urban 
water systems for a five year period.    
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PART IV 
A HISTORY OF URBAN WATER SUPPLY AND 

SANITATION IN GHANA 1909-2005



7. URBAN WATER AND SANITATION 
DURING THE COLONIAL ERA 1909 - 1957 
The arrangements for water provision with related property rights and 
relations that guided management of water resources in pre-colonial Ghana 
falls beyond the scope of this study.  Instead, focus is on the development of 
large scale and networked systems for water supply and waste water 
collection in the cities. The chapter starts out in 1909, when a British medical 
professor submitted a report on the sanitary conditions in Accra. The report 
provides a good picture of the situation as it was seen through the eyes of a 
British colonial official, just a few years before the inauguration of the first 
public pipe borne water supply system in Ghana. The presentation continues 
to tell about development priorities after the First Word War under 
Governor Guggisberg and thereafter covers development efforts in the sector 
until political independence in 1957. In an attempt to create a deeper 
understanding of how, why and in what context the WSS sector in Ghana 
developed during the time period, the chapter strives to capture the thinking 
that was prevalent among some of the actors involved at the time.  

7.1 WSS situation in Accra in 1909 
In 1909, following the outbreak of a great bubonic plague in Accra, a British 
medical professor, Mr Simpson, was sent by the colonial office to visit 
Freetown, Accra and Lagos as well as some of the smaller trading centres in 
the West African colonies, to make an assessment on the existing situation 
with regard to sanitation and health.  

Before the introduction of pipe borne water in Ghana, all urban dwellers 
depended upon rainwater, wells and lagoons for their supply of water. 
Surveys and investigations of potential supplies for urban water distribution 
systems were investigated and discussed by the British Colonial 
administration. Difficulties that were considered referred to geological 
conditions, the availability and quality of water from different sources and of 
course availability of funds for such investments. 1 

Returning from his trip to West Africa, Professor Simpson reported of 
poor conditions concerning water supply, sewage disposal and storm water 
drainage. With reference to the water supply situation he accounted:  
 

”…the majority of the poorer people goes to the wells and ponds 
and store the days supply in vessels in the compound of their 
huts. This source of supply is poor and inadequate. The sweet 

                                                             
1 According to Patterson (1979) a reservoir was opened in Victoriaborg in 1888 at the eastern edge of Accra, 
however due to the bad water quality it closed down after three years.  
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water wells are mostly some distance from the town while the 
ponds get dried up or become extremely low towards the end of 
the dry season”2 
 

 
Picture 3: Women fetching water in Haussa town 

 
Source: PRAAD Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report by Professor J.W Simpson on Sanitary  matters in 

various West African colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909) 

  

For those depending on wells in Accra, the water was more or less brackish 
due to salt water intrusion in the groundwater. For European officials, which 
mostly resided in bungalows financed by the colonial administration, 
rainwater collected from tin roofs and stored into large tanks was the most 
common source of freshwater.3 A photo of such an installation is seen in 
picture 4 below. 
 

                                                             
2 PRAAD ADM 5/3/12 Report by Professor J.W Simpson on Sanitary matters in various West African 
colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909), p. 44.  
3 PRAAD ADM 5/3/12 Report by Professor J.W Simpson on Sanitary matters in various West African 
colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909) p. 45. 
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Picture 4: European bungalow. Rainwater is collected from the roof into the 
tanks which are seen in the front.  

                                       
Source: PRAAD Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report by Professor J.W Simpson on Sanitary matters in 

various West African colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909) 

 
 
According to Professor Simpson, one of the largest problems to the WSS 
situation was the unplanned and speeded up growth of towns. After visiting 
Accra he emphasized how the lack of city planning caused serious problems 
to the sanitary conditions, as illustrated in the quotation below:  
 

“In Accra, notwithstanding its exceptionally healthy site, the 
crowding together and congestion of the houses and huts in the 
plague infected parts were so great and produced such a bad 
state of sanitation that no remedy short of demolition was of any 
use. The huddling together of the huts and houses excluded the 
possibility of efficient scavenging and drainage and brought 
about a condition wherein puddles containing urine and sullage 
water favoured the breeding of the larvae of certain malarial-
bearing anopheles….The water supply of the natives is obtained 
from wells and ponds often unprotected.” 4 

 

                                                             
4 PRAAD,  ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African Colonies 
and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909),p. 17.  
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Picture 5: Original text to the Picture (1909): “An insanitary area showing huts and 
houses crowded together without roadways or good compounds. Nothing but 
demolition of the huts and remodelling of the whole area can render it healthy.”                  

 
Source: PRAAD Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Professor J.W Simpson, Sanitary matters in various West 

African Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast, London 1909 

 
At this time, before the introduction of a public water supply, Accra had 
about 20,000 inhabitants.5 However, as a result of the scaling up of 
economic activity in the colony, new urban centres were also growing in the 
then Gold Coast. The rapid rate of urbanization along with the unplanned 
growth of the towns in West Africa, made the laying of pipes and drains in 
retrospect difficult and so Professor Simpson recommended that: 
 

”Complete control of streets, buildings and open spaces must be 
substituted for the present regime which leaves to the primitive 
idea of a primitive people the construction of their huts and 
houses on unsuitable sites and in such a manner as to be 
unhealthy.6 
 

In the above, Simpson refers to Ghanaians as a “primitive people” with 
“primitive ideas” and views this as part of the problem. This colonial attitude 

                                                             

5 PRAAD, Accra. ADM 5/3/12 Report by Professor J.W Simpson on Sanitary matters in various West African 

colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909) p. 37. 
6 PRAAD, Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African 
Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast, 1909, p. 18. 
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suggested that it was the white man’s burden to get a grip of the situation 
and provide WSS infrastructure for “the natives”. Along with improved city 
planning, there was also a need to establish an efficient sanitary 
administration. According to Professor Simpson, it was no-ones special duty 
to look after and be responsible for public health at the time.7 Formal 
responsibility for urban sanitation had been handed over from the central 
government to the Accra City Council in 1896. However, according to 
Pattersson (1979) due to its unpopularity, the Accra City Council had 
problems to raise revenues and taxes and thus its funds were very limited.8 
The Town Council was obviously not able to carry out its sanitary duties and 
Mr Simpson repeatedly stress that an efficient sanitary administration has to 
be established which had no other duties to perform than control and 
direction of sanitary matters.  

Without doubt, worries for the health of European officials in the colonies 
were an important trigger to commence work on a water supply for Accra. As 
illustrated in Professor Simpson’s report, the development of a sanitary 
infrastructure was seen as a necessary step and a preventive measure to 
provide a decent environment for the British colonial administration in the 
then Gold Coast: 
 

 “While there is no special health or sanitary department 
belonging to each colony, interested in and responsible for this 
work, and whose function it is to see that unhealthy conditions 
are removed and that similar ones are not permitted to arise, 
they will remain and continue to bread up the health of 
Europeans who by reason of their duties have to visit or reside in 
these places”9 

 
Hence, as is shown above, a sanitary administration and a public water 
supply which could prevent future outbreaks of plague and reduce water 
borne diseases and malaria among the larger part of the population would be 
a way to safeguard the health and living standards of the European minority. 
Secondly it was also considered an urgent matter to prevent a further 
reduction of the “native population” which was already heavily reduced by 
the slave trade. The scarcity of population was regarded a bottle neck to 
economic development in West Africa and therefore it was considered of 
utmost importance to improve living conditions and protect the population 

                                                             
7 PRAAD, Accra. ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African 
Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909,) p. 20. 
8 Patterson (1979), p. 254.  
9 PRAAD,  Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African 
Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909), p. 15. 
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from diseases and future plague outbreaks. On this topic, Professor Simpson 
argues that:  
 

“For the development of the country the health of the European is 
important, but no less is that of the native, whose numbers have 
not yet recovered from the ravages of the slave trade, intertribal 
wars and human sacrifices which the enlightened policy and 
administration of the British government have abolished. …. A step 
further is now required viz., to protect the natives from ravages of 
disease. The comparative sparsity of population, which is the main 
drawback to West African advancement, can be met by rendering 
the conditions more healthy. “ 10   

 
After a visit to Sekondi, Professor Simpson accounted that “unsanitary native 
villages” were “blocking the way to European expansion on healthy sites.”11 
Patterson (1979) confirm that several attempts were made in the beginning 
of the 20th century, to segregate European living areas from the 
neighbourhoods were the local population resided.12 Here the “unsanitary 
native villages” are primarily looked upon as a constraint for a planned 
expansion of the European quarters. This is but one example of how the 
problem was framed through the eyes of a British medical professor serving 
the colonial administration at the time. Needless to say, the supremacy of the 
white man over the local population was inherent in the colonial frame and 
this as we will see in the following would affect allocation patterns and access 
to water among different strata of the population.   

To sum up, the outbreak of the bubonic plague and the publication of 
Professor Simpson’s report alerted the Colonial office on the alarming 
sanitary situation in the Gold Coast Colony. This served as a trigger for the 
first colonial interventions and efforts to develop a public water supply in 
Accra.13  

 

                                                             
10 PRAAD, Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African 
Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909), p.15. 
11 PRAAD, Accra, ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African 
Colonies and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909), p. 17.  
12 Patterson (1979) , p. 255.  
13 Patterson (1979), p. 253.  
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7.2 A networked Water Supply and discussions on sewerage 
for Accra 
When discussing the introduction of a public water supply in Ghana, the 
most favourable option was a water scheme for Accra that would take its 
water from the river Densu, northwest of the town, see map 2 chapter 4.  
Professor Simpson expressed some hesitation with regard to this costly 
water scheme, since it would be expensive and only provide one town, the 
capital city of Accra, with water. He interposed: 
 

“Whether a small town the size of Accra can afford such a 
scheme is for the Government to consider. There are other 
towns on the Gold Coast which require water schemes, and it 
will be impossible to spend over them similar sums of 
money. …..If there is no escape from a costly scheme, could it 
not be one that would supply more than one town?”14 
 

Nevertheless, it was finally decided on the Densu water scheme and the 
responsibility to carry out the work fell on the Public Works Department. 
The construction works which amounted to £253,000, were financed out of 
Colonial Funds since the Central Government decided that the Town Council 
could not afford to finance such a large undertaking on its own.15 The Weija 
water works were inaugurated by Governor Clifford in January 1914.16 The 
population of Accra, which was estimated at 22 572 in 1913 before the pipe 
borne supply was introduced, increased to 38,573 according top the 1921 
census.17 The public water supply system considerably contributed to 
improve public health in the city at the time and once the distribution system 
was in place, consumption i.e. demand continued to rise.18 The majority of 
people got their water from public standpipes and taps whereas more 
wealthy individuals paid for an in-house connection.19 Private connections 
were to be metered and hence the water consumed was to be paid for. Water 
from public standpipes however, initially was provided for free and therefore 
according to Patterson (1979) soon became regarded as a right.20As will be 

                                                             
14 PRAAD,  ADM 5/3/12 Report of Professor Simpson on Sanitary Matters in various West African Colonies 
and the outbreak of Plague in the Gold Coast (1909), p. 47. 
15 PRO CO 96/773/17 Letter from Lord Moyne, the Secretary of State for the colonies to Mr David Adams,  
MP, dated 22nd of March 1941, Patterson (1979), p. 253.  
16 PRO CO 96/730/1 Report on the Accra Water Works, p. 5. Patterson (1979), p. 253. Consequently, the 
statement that Cape coast was the first city in Ghana to receive a public water supply is unfounded.  
17 As quoted in Patterson (1979), p. 257.  
18  Pattersoon (1979), p. 253 – 254.  
19 Patterson (1979), p. 253.  
20 Patterson (1979), p. 254.  
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seen in the following, future attempts to levy rates to finance the water 
consumed from public standpipes were met with considerable resistance.  

As the arrangements for the Accra water supply progressed, plans for a 
drainage scheme, dealing with waste water from houses and conversion of 
the public pan latrine system into water flushed latrines for Accra were also 
discussed. The installation of a sewerage system was considered an urgent 
matter in view of the introduction of a public water supply and the acting 
Governor at the time, Sir Hugh Clifford, recognized that the sanitary benefits 
from the Accra water supply would only be partly realized if there wasn’t also 
a system for water to be carried off by a proper system of drains and 
sewers.21  

Henry Simms, who prepared the plan for Water borne sewerage system in 
Accra based the calculation on a sewerage flow where “the 20, 000 natives 
will have to fetch and carry all the water that they consume and that 
consequently the flow to be provided for will be very much less than would 
be the case in England…”22 The estimations reveal the inequality in service 
access and expected consumption patterns that were embedded in the 
planning ideals at the time. Access to water in a very direct and visible way 
embodied and materialized power structures in the colonial society. 

An engineer arrived in Accra in 1914 to supervise the work with the Accra 
sewerage system, however it is reported that due the outbreak of the First 
World War and a following financial insecurity the scheme had to be 
dropped.23 The city continued to rely on a pan latrine system and a limited 
system of open storm water drains which emptied either in Korle Lagoon or 
into the ocean.24 Similarly, due to the War the investigations on a potential 
water source for a pipe borne water supplying system in Kumasi in the 
Asante region were interrupted. The first investigations for the Kumasi 
Water works were started on in 1914. However, again with the outbreak of 
the war, instructions were given by Governor Clifford to postpone work on 
the scheme.25 Thus, the First World War temporarily stopped the British 
colonial government from continuing the work to develop a sanitary 
infrastructure in the urban centres in the Gold Coast. The issue however, was 
reopened again after the war when plans progressed to extend pipe borne 
water in other urban centres than Accra. After getting access, as we will see, 
the issue of water pricing was also added to the agenda.   
 

                                                             
21 PRO CO 96/687/1 Gold Coast Government (1917) Report on the Accra Drainage Scheme, p. 77. 
22 PRO CO 96/687/1 Gold Coast Government (1917) Report on the Accra Drainage Scheme (1917), p. 116. 
23 PRO CO 96/687/1 Letter from the Governor to The Right Hon L.S. Amery dated 1st of March 1929.  
24 Patterson (1979), p. 254.  
25 PRO CO 96/682/10, Report on Kumasi Water Supply Owabi Scheme (1928) ,p. 3.  
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7.3. The Guggisberg era and the Water Works Ordinance of 
1934   
After the First World War, government expenditure on social investments 
increased in the then Gold Coast. During Governor Guggisbergs time in 
office, (1919 – 1927), a Ten Year development Program, on economic and 
social development was implemented which extended the railway network 
and created the Takoradi deep water port but also continued work on Korle 
Buu hospital, established the Achimota School and provided pipe borne 
water for other urban centres than Accra.26 During the immediate post-war 
years, the Gold Coast economy expanded, primary product trade especially 
cocoa made large gains and Guggisbergs strategy was to invest these net 
gains in long term economic and social development for the colony.27 In his 
statement on the events of 1923 the Governor report that “a sixth of the Gold 
Coast revenues were spent on public health”.28 Guggisberg argued that:  
 

 “Unless the Gold Coast spends every penny it can justifiably 
afford on extending it’s present lamentably inadequate 
facilities for transport, education and sanitation, it’s progress 
must and will be so hopelessly retarded as to give real cause for 
discontent, unrest and failure.”29 

 
The attitude of Governor Guggisberg, however, was a “remarkable break 
with the traditions of colonial economic management” and his policies were 
met with some ambiguity from the colonial office in London.30 The Gold 
Coast Governor was considered to be too far reaching in his expenditures on 
infrastructure and social development and after Guggisbergs duty in the 
Gold Coast ended; he was not offered any new position within the colonial 
administration.31  

To Guggisberg investments in water were one out of many areas which 
had to be prioritized to foster long term economic and social development as 
well as welfare of the Gold Coast population. During his time in office the 
capacity of the Accra water works were doubled32and inaugurations of and 
preparations for pipe borne water in many other urban centres than Accra 

                                                             
26 Goodhall (1998) 
27 Guggisberg (1923)  
28 Guggisberg (1923), p. 162.  
29 Guggisberg (1922) quoted in Frimpong Ansah (1991), p. 55. 
30 Ingham,(1987), pp.252 – 254.  
31 Ingham (1987), p. 253. 
32 The original works at Weija, inaugurated in 1914, were designed for a production capacity of 500,000 
gallons a day (12 hours). In 1924 when the maximum daily demand exceeded 500,000 gallons it was decided 
to double the capacity of the headworks. This was done effectively in 1926.  PRO  CO 96/730/1 Report on the 
Accra Water Works, p. 5.& Diagram A Accra Water works 
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commenced. Sekondi had been the second city to receive a water supply in 
1917. The Winneba pipe supply was opened in1921.33 In 1923, a dam site for 
Raw Water Abstraction to the Cape Coast water supply was selected at the 
Kakum Su, a tributary of the Sweet River close to Cape Coast.34 The Cape 
Coast water supply system was finally opened in 1928.35 Generally the 
discussions  centred around the choices that had to be made with regard to 
the building of waterworks and pipes which required attention to be paid to 
many technical issues such as building materials, methods of purification 
etcetera. The question of a water supply for Kumasi was also reopened under 
Guggisbergs time in office. The water scheme was opened in 1930 and 
became fully operative three years later.36 Regarding the question of waste 
water, water borne sewerage was considered by Guggisberg as “the only real 
solution” to an efficient disposal of sewerage.37 Under his Governorship 
some experiments with water flushable latrines in Accra were carried out 
however a city wide system, according to the Governor would amount to 
nearly £500,000 and therefore on economic grounds, he argues such an 
undertaking “required further consideration”.38  

Whereas the Kumasi water supply project was included in the budget for 
the financial year of 1930, no funds could be mobilised for a water supply in 
Tamale in the Northern territories. However, since Tamale still was 
considered an important town the Gold Coast Government sought assistance 
from the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund to finance water for 
Tamale.39 Seemingly, assistance was received since a dispatch from 1936 
state that water supplies had already been provided for the towns of Accra, 
Cape Coast, Sekondi, Takoradi, Winneba, Kumasi and also Tamale. It was 
now proposed to extend the Cape Coast supply to Saltpond and Elmina and 
to provide a pipe borne supply to the inland town of Koforidua.40 

As the work with extensions of public pipe borne water in the cities of the 
Gold Coast progressed, the issue of pricing gradually appeared as a growing 
concern. In a report on the Kumasi water supply the Senior Hydraulic 
engineer refer to a quotation from the Committee on Pipe Borne Water 
Supplies of 1924 which states that:  
 

                                                             
33 Shalof (1972), page. 31.  
34 PRO CO 96/664/3 Report on the Cape Coast Water Supply by Mr Fallowfield, Constructional Engineer 
dated 28th December 1925. 
35 Shaloff (1972), p. 31.  
36 McCaskie (2009) 
37 Guggisberg (1923), p. 95.  
38 Guggisberg (1923), p. 95. 
39 PRO CO 95/695/4, Letter from Governor Slater to Lord Passfield Colonial Office dated May 21st 1930.  
40 PRO CO 96/729/15 Correspondence relating to the Extension of Cape Coast Water Supply to Elmina, 
Saltpond and intermediate villages (1936)  
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“Demands are now arising from all important towns for 
pipe-borne for water supplies and we consider that the 
people should become accustomed to the fact that if they 
want pipe-borne water they must be prepared to pay for it 
and not expect it to arrive as the manna from heaven”41  

 
The report describes that in Accra and Sekondi, payment for water, except in 
the case of private metered supplies, had not yet been imposed by the 
Government.42 However, funds had to be raised for expansions and 
maintenance of the existing infrastructure.  

As for the larger historical context, the general economic recession 
following the world wide depression of 1929 gradually made the empire 
appear in a new light as a heavy burden on the British national budget rather 
than a potential place for investments.43 World market Cocoa prices fell 
dramatically by two-thirds from 1927–1930.44 Taxes increased and social 
expenditures generally became more restrictive in the colony. It is in this 
light that the Water Works Ordinance of 1934 should be placed. The 
Waterworks Ordinance, passed by the British colonial government in 1934 
brought with it an introduction of a general water rate, imposed as a 2,5% of 
all rateable value of houses and property in Accra which was to finance water 
consumed from public standpipes in the cities. As mentioned, the previous 
policy had been to charge a fixed unit price for water consumed at in-house 
connections while water from public standpipes was financed from central 
revenue and thus consumed for free by the general public. The launching of 
the Water Works Ordinance provoked strong reactions among the citizens in 
Accra, two mass meetings were held and a petition was addressed to the King 
of the United Kingdom to protest against the new water rate.45 The 
undersigned petitioners were the Chiefs of Accra, the Manbie party, the 
ratepayers association and the Gold Coast Bransch of the Accra Youth Legue. 
The petition claimed that Hugh Charles Clifford, who was the Acting 
Governor during the introduction of the first water systems establishment, in 
1914 had promised that people were not to pay for the water supplied in 
street stand pipes. Rates would be charged for water supplied to houses but 
not for water drawn from the street founts. It is argued that just as electricity 
is paid for, when taken into private dwelling places but consumed for free 

                                                             
41 PRO CO 96/682/10 Report on Kumasi Water Supply Scheme (1928), p. 46. 
42 PRO CO 96/776/6, Report on Kumasi Water Supply, Owabi Scheme (1928), p 45.  
43 See for example Ingham, (1987), p. 248.  
44 Gooking (2005)a, p. 63.  
45 This event has also been studied by Shalof (1972)  
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through the street lightning system, the similar policy should be applied with 
regard to drinking water from public standpipes.  

The perceived advantages of financing water through street founts by a 
general water rate instead of payment on the spot were given in an earlier 
colonial report on Kumasi Water Supply in 1928. One reason given was that 
“it does not press heavily upon the poor”, indicating that those without 
property would not have to pay the rate. Another reason was that many 
people would prefer contaminated surface water rather than paying for a 
pure supply from a water compound. Thus, “the system would greatly 
minimise the benefits likely to derive from the introduction of a pure water 
supply, as an epidemic disease caused by drinking polluted water would be 
unlikely to confine itself to those directly concerned.”46 From this 
perspective, the general water rate was seen as the best alternative for 
payment from a public health point of view.  

The petitioners, on the other hand, argued that they were already paying 
for water through the existing house and land rate which, they claim, had 
brought excessive returns to the central government during the preceding 
years. The levying of an additional water rate on top of the existing house 
and land rate was thus perceived as another attempt by the colonial 
government to line its pockets with gold. According to the petitioners, the 
Government had the right to impose universal taxes but not to impose 
specific rates on particular or selected communities. In addition, the 
petitioners emphasize that as a public water supply was introduced in Accra, 
residents were by law compelled to close all private and public wells and to 
disconnect rain water tanks to leave them dependent on Government 
established supplies.47 Therefore, the new imposition was perceived as 
“unjust and oppressive”.48 The message of the petition is rather 
straightforward; this provision of public services was considered the 
responsibility of the then colonial government as:  
 

“…these facilities have been established in Accra, in the same way 
and for the same purpose that water was supplied, namely to 
fulfil the incident to the function of Government to procure the 
health and social needs of the Gold Coast people in their 
metropolitan and other deserving and leading cities.”49  
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It is feared that if the policy of the Water Works Ordinance is fulfilled the 
same logic might well be introduced in other public service areas and the 
chiefs fear that …“we shall soon hear about education rates, hospital rate, 
light rate etc…”50 The petitioners express a clear standpoint on the perceived 
role of the colonial Government. In this context, it is also important to note 
that the petitioners speak from an urban/capital citizen point of view as 
investments for rural areas and the Northern part of the country so far were 
not prioritized.  

Apart from the introduction of a general water rate, criticism is also 
directed towards the general management of the utility. The petition claims 
that revenues from the water works are not utilized for the benefit of the 
municipality, “either by way of extending or improving municipal services.51 
Instead they ask that the Water Works Ordinance is repealed and that the 
Accra Water Works are handed over to the Accra Town Council for local 
management. The proposition is that the council in the future should provide 
water for free and without any addition to the existing house and land rate.  

The proposal to hand over the Accra water works to the city council was 
not found feasible by the colonial government for several reasons. First, from 
a financial point of view, the colonial government argued that it would not be 
possible for the city council to buy or manage such a costly thing as the Accra 
Water Works. It argued that the city council would not be able to repay the 
value of the water works within the foreseeable future; neither would it 
afford the costly operations. In addition the Governor was concerned about 
the local capacity as the council was not perceived as “sufficiently advanced 
to be entrusted with the operation of an undertaking so large and important 
as the Accra Water Works”52 Thus, the Governor officially stated that he did 
not trust the city council to take over and manage the water works but found 
it more feasible that the colonial government did this on behalf of the Gold 
Coast Citizens.  

From a justice point of view, the petitioners were also concerned about the 
political practise to liberate nearly all government property from water rates, 
whereas private owners of property had to pay water rates in addition to 
individual house rates. This, they argue, tended to provoke discrimination 
and make a distinction between government officials and other citizens in 
the community as “Government servants are regarded above the fiscal 
law”.53 J.B Danquah – the solicitor of the petition and a front figure in the 
coming independence movement also added that the petition was not solely 
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52PRO  CO 96/758/7 The Petition of Nii Tacki Obilie Ga Mantse etc. dated 30th of December 1938 
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about a discontent with the water rate but that the issue touched upon the 
much broader and general principles of “local government rating and central 
government taxation”54 The controversy demonstrate that the debate was 
stretched far beyond the question of the water rate itself  and was 
conditioned by many other issues such as abuse of power and local versus 
central (which in this case meant foreign) control of  strategic assets.     

7.4. Saving water - allocating water  
Scarcity of water, especially during the dry seasons has always been a big 

problem in Ghanaian cities. The strategy from the authorities has been to try 
to restrict water use by means of information or pure rationing. In 1942, an 
information campaign was carried out by the town council in Accra, to 
inform and teach people on how pure drinking water is produced, why the 
process has a related cost and how to save and use water wisely to prevent 
waste. The campaign included advertising in local newspapers, the printing 
of posters and repeated messages in radio media. In a talk broadcast by the 
director of Public Works on the 18th of May 1942, the wasteful use of water is 
framed as a national concern which also means waste of expensive chemicals 
and shipping space since it has to be imported from the UK. The citizens of 
Accra are urged to save water as “…it is as precious as gold…” and “if you 
waste water you are guilty of a serious crime.”55 Furthermore the police was 
authorized to take measures against waste of water without waiting for the 
Public Works Department staff to request that such action should be taken.  

In June 1945, the first conference of the Directors of Public Works in West 
Africa was held in Lagos, Nigeria. When planning for future growth and 
expansions of water supply schemes in West Africa a general proposed 
allowance was made for an initial consumption as follows:  

 
African population: 7 -10 gallons per head/day 
European: 300 - 500 gallons per day/compound  
Hospitals: 20 – 30 gallons per day/ bed56 
 
At the second conference held in Accra 8 months later, the director of Public 
works of the Gold Coast declared that he considered the consumption figures 
of ten gallons per head per day for African population and 30 gallons per 
head per day for hospitals to be too low, whilst the figure of 500 gallons for 
Europeans to be too high. Nevertheless, the proposition itself says something 
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Public Works, 18th of May, 1942. . 
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about the link between colonial power structures and consumption of water 
in the colonial society.    

In a letter dated 31st of August, 1942 from the Director of Public Works to 
the Brigadier General S.W Fitzergald, commanding the United States Army 
in Accra, the Director requested that the American forces cooperate with the 
department and take disciplinary action if water is wasted by its members. 
Reasonable figures for consumption, for all purposes, the general considered 
to be 40 gallons per capita per day for Americans and 10 gallons a day for 
Africans. Arguments and reasons behind the unfair allocation of water are 
not discussed or commented upon in the letter but it is merely taken for 
granted that Americans must have access to more water than the local 
population. 

7.5 Returning to the children of sorrow: Rural water and 
urban sanitation  
In 1937, for the first time, a special water supply section of the Geological 
Survey Department was formed to cater for the development of water 
supplies in Ghana’s northern areas.57 Up until then, no special institution 
had been in charge solely for rural water development. The choice to locate 
the rural water section to the Geological Surveys Department, mirror a 
concentration to the drilling of boreholes and digging of wells thus the  
knowledge of geologists was important in contemporary rural water 
development strategies. The rural water section operated only in six years 
where after it had to close due to staffing difficulties. It is reported that 
because of the Second World War, some of the specialist had to resign to 
serve the British army. The war also resulted in a shortage of material which 
caused serious constraints to the work of the section. For these reasons it 
was found necessary to suspend the work of the division.58  

In 1943 discussions were again initiated on what to do with rural water 
development. In a letter to the Colonial Office in London in 1943, Alan 
Burns, the Gold Coast Governor writes that …” the lack of water throughout 
the country, and especially in the Northern territories, is very serious, and 
that the matter is one of greatest importance and urgency….”59 Therefore he 
suggests that a temporary water supply department should be set up, this 
time independent of the Geological surveys department, as soon as possible. 
The department, he proposes, should be especially in charge of rural water 
and should be financed by imperial funds from the newly established 
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Colonial Development and Welfare Fund.60 In 1943 he applied for a grant of 
£181,000 from the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund to finance the 
setting up of a temporary water supply department for six years.  

The reaction from the Colonial Office was somewhat hesitant, not in view 
of the need for rural water development, but since the Gold Coast, compared 
to other colonies in the British Empire, was regarded as being in a generally 
favourable financial position. Therefore, there were some doubts on whether 
the project was suitable for assistance or not. And if it was, would it be in the 
form of a loan or a pure grant?61 The scheme was finally approved as eligible 
for assistance under the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund. It was 
decided to go ahead with the project where a hydraulic engineer, Mr Sharkie, 
was appointed as head of the division. 

In 1942, the Gold Coast Governor, Alan Burns also alerted the Colonial 
office on the problematic sanitary situation in Accra, and made claims for a 
sewerage scheme for Accra. In a letter to the Colonial office he writes: 
 

 “The principal difficulty is that in the past the town has been 
allowed to develop without a sufficiency of household sanitary 
offices and the majority of work-places and private dwelling 
houses are without latrines. It is estimated that the population of 
the municipality has increased from 60,000 - 78,000 in the last 
ten years and as a result the public latrines are thronged with 
ever increasing crowds of people.”62 
 

The majority of public toilets in Accra were pan latrines which had to be 
manually emptied. Even for septic tank latrines, Burns reports that they are 
overused and thereby did not function properly. Instead, “many persons who 
are unable to find accommodation in the public latrines resort to open 
spaces or use domestic utensils which they empty in the open concrete 
surface drains”. 63 

In order to remedy the situation the Governor proposed that the public 
latrines be connected to water borne sewerage system. However the material 
required for the construction works would have to be imported to the Gold 
Coast from Great Britain. Lack of shipping space during war times was a 

                                                             
60 The Colonial Development and Welfare Act was established in 1940 and extended the 1929 Act both in 
terms of the amount of available for investments in the colonies and also in the type of investments allowed 
for development of the colonies.  
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major difficulty to progress with plans for the scheme.  A despatch from the 
Colonial Office in 1943, indicate that the most of the material needed finally 
had been shipped to the colony, however there is no evidence that the 
scheme was ever realized.64  

In a colonial report from 1948 it is reported that water supplies in the 
large towns, namely Accra, Sekondi–Takoradi, Cape Coast, Kumasi, Tamale, 
Koforidua and Winneba and in certain areas outside towns were under the 
control of the Public Works Department. The Department of Water Supply 
was engaged in sinking bore holes as well as improving and maintaining 
boreholes which had been sunk earlier in rural areas. In addition native 
authorities throughout the Gold Coast were engaged in the construction of 
wells and water tanks. In many cases, supplies constructed by the 
Department of Rural Water Development were handed over to local 
authorities for maintenance.65 It is reported that continuous expansions of 
the water supply systems were being worked on after the war, but that 
progress was limited by the post war shortage of materials and manpower. 
Again, the materials needed, pipes and etc were not manufactured in Ghana 
and had to be imported from the UK. Thus the time of delivery of materials 
from abroad many times was pointed to as a bottleneck to development in 
the WSS sector.66  

Discussions on whether or not one should try to merge the Public Works 
Department with the Rural Water Development department were being 
initiated at this time, but since this reorganization would take both energy 
and resources, it was expected to result in a temporary slackening of the 
tempo of work at a time when a speed up was badly needed. Therefore, it was 
decided that the reorganization could not be prioritized at this time.67 

In 1954, the first treatment plant at Kpong was inaugurated.68 Together 
with the Weija water works this treatment plant did develop into the one of 
the main sources supplying the capital of Accra with water. (See map in 
chapter 5.) 

During the years 1953 to 1956, in the run up to official independence from 
the British Empire, an extensive survey of the town of Accra was carried out 
by the West African Institute of Social and Economic Research. As is shown 
in the below the population of Accra had grown more than ten times in fifty 
years, since the beginning of the century.  
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65 Colonial Office (1954) Report on the Gold Coast  
66 Colonial Report (1951),pp. 59-60 
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Table 4: Number of inhabitants in Accra from 1901 – 1954 
 

 
 

Source: Ioné Acquah (1972) Accra Survey, Ghana University Press  

 
Thus population pressure continued to be a major challenge to the city 
authorities. Many of the problems illustrated in the survey are described in 
terms very similar to those of Professor Simpsons report in 1909.  
Descriptions show that city planning was considered a huge problem to the 
sector. Water services did not target low income groups or the black 
population, a message which is well conveyed in the following quotation:  
 

“It would be expected that when new houses are erected, light 
and water would be installed in them, but this is not the case 
except in houses built for non – Africans and a small number of 
wealthy Africans. Houses for letting purposes usually lack these 
amenities. There is also an absence, or an inadequate number of 
latrines, bathrooms and kitchens.”69 

 
The report states that at the time, 68% of the population in Accra lived in 
houses without latrines and 41% were without bathrooms. Even when 
private latrines and bathroom existed they were usually inadequate for 
occupants and therefore, the survey reports, most people depended on public 
toilets. 70 Thus, at the outset of independence the urban water and sanitation 
situation in the country left much to be desired.  

7.6. Summary  
In the above chapter some critical issues and conflict dimensions with regard 
to urban water and sanitation in colonial Gold Coast have been identified. 
Professor Simpson emphasizes weak city planning in combination with rapid 
urbanisation as one of the most serious challenges to the WSS situation in 
the colony. It can be concluded that the issue of governance or maybe the 
lack of governance in several respects is pointed to as the bottom line in his 
argument; he returns to unplanned growth of the towns as well as the lack of 
an overall sanitary administration as major problems besides the lack of the 
actual infrastructure itself. The first colonial intervention in the water sector 
was spurred by the fear of epidemics and the need to prevent outbreaks of 
water borne diseases. This was motivated both to cater for the needs of the 
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1901 1911 1921 1931 1948 1954 

17, 892 18,574 38,049 61,558 135,926 192,047 
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European officials which resided in the colony as well as to prevent a 
reduction of the local population which was already considered a bottleneck 
to national economic development. The first public pipe borne supply was 
given to Accra in 1914 and was managed by the Hydraulic branch of the 
Public Works Department. The need for a sewerage system was also 
recognized, however due to the First World War and following financial 
insecurity the plans for a central sewerage system for Accra were halted.  
A period of relatively expansionary social spending policies in the Gold Coast 
Colony after the First World War triggered the planning and introduction of 
public pipe borne water systems in other urban centres in the Gold Coast 
colony. The sewerage aspect was also considered but was regarded as to 
costly to be prioritised at the time. Instead uncovered storm water drains 
with outlets in Korle Lagoon were used for the runoff of wastewater. 

The issue of pricing as a means to cover the recurrent costs of the water 
systems was also actualized and discussed at the time. As economic 
contraction followed on the general recession in the World Economy 
following on the great depression of 1929, more restrictive attitude from the 
colonial office in London were implemented. In 1934, a Water Works 
Ordinance, which implied an introduction of a general water rate linked to 
property value in Accra, was passed. This triggered large protests among the 
capital citizens who argued that water from standpipes should be provided 
for free; i.e. financed by central revenue. They also criticize the fact that all 
Government officials are exempt from paying taxes and water rates as they 
are paid by the colonial administration. The petitioners also wanted the 
Accra water works to be handed over to the Accra Town Council for local 
management. From the part of the petitioners the water works ordinance in 
its very essence was perceived as a manifestation of colonial greed.  

During the colonial era, a pattern of inequality in water consumption was 
established. Access to and consumption of water visibly materialised social 
segregation and reflected colonial power structures. Table 5 in the below 
summarizes important events of the period studied in the preceding chapter.  
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Table 5: Important events in the WSS sector in Ghana 1909 – 
1957 
 

1914 Weija Water Works inaugurated as the first water 
works in Ghana – Accra Water Supply Scheme. 
Managed by the Public Works Department 

1917 Sekondi water supply opened  
1921 Winneba water supply opened  
1928 Cape Coast water supply opened  
1930 Kumasi water supply opened 
1934 Water Works Ordinance passed – a general water 

rate introduced 
1937 Water supply branch under  the Geological survey 

Department to cater for rural areas  
1942 The above closed down due to difficulties with 

procuring staff 
1943 Department of Rural Water Development established  
1954  Kpong Water Works inaugurated 
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8. BUILDING THE NATION – WATER IN THE 
CITIES 1957 - 1965 
The immediate post-independence era was a unique period Ghanaian 
economic history. As previously discussed, political independence from the 
British colonial power in 1957, brought great expectations for the future of 
the nation. In this context, bringing water and sanitation infrastructure into 
the cities was perceived as part of a modernisation project and therefore was 
framed as a cornerstone in the building of a new and proud nation, “Ghana - 
the black star of Africa”.  It is in the context of political independence that 
the present chapter takes its starting point, looking more deeply into the 
political discourse around WSS issues in parliament to get a picture of how 
the WSS issue was framed during the immediate post independence era. It 
also looks at the practical problems on the ground, as they were reflected 
through the annual reports of the public works department. For the WSS 
sector this time period was important, as it also saw the formation of 
national state water utility, commissioned with the task of developing water 
and sanitation services for the newly independent nation.   

 

8. 1 The political discourse on water supply and sanitation - 
Parliamentary debates 1957 – 1966 
At the time of independence nine urban water schemes were managed and 
operated by the Hydraulic branch of Public Works Department. There were 
no large scale sewage systems in place but according to the Public Works 
department “small items of public health engineering such as small sewage 
disposal plants for hospitals etcetera” were dealt with, generally in a 
“consultative capacity”.71 The paragraphs below highlight questions that 
were discussed in the parliament with regard to urban WSS. These include 
issues such as modernisation and Africanisation of public services, an urban 
bias in WSS investments, corruption and inefficiency, sanitation and health, 
pricing and billing, funding to the sector and finally the formation of a new 
water supply department which was set up in 1959.  

 

8.1.1. Modernisation and Africanisation  
In parliament, the project of bringing water and sanitation infrastructure 
into the urban areas in Ghana was generally framed as part of the project of 
building the nation – a new Ghana in the hands of the Ghanaians. Therefore, 
attempts were made to mobilize the nation, including all people to realize the 

                                                             
71 Annual Report of the Public Works Department 1956/57  



 

 83 
 

goals of the second development plan. Giving every Ghanaian access to water 
also symbolized a step away from colonial rule as it would provide 
infrastructure for the social development of the country and its people. The 
former colonial government it was argued, “was only interested in 
constructing roads at vantage points which afforded them an easy access to 
our natural resources”.72 Mr Kinnah, MP for the governing Conventions 
Peoples Party (CPP), argue that during the colonial days: 
 

“…there were no effective local authorities anywhere in Ghana 
which sought the welfare of the community as a whole. Those 
which existed were only composed of traditional rulers who 
were cleverly used by the White Master as tools to suppress the 
aspirations of their own kith and kin.”73  
 

Especially the northern regions it is argued, were consequently neglected by 
the imperialists in terms of social development.  In this context bringing 
water to the citizens of Ghana and creating water justice was perceived as a 
step away from colonial power structures.  

Perceptions of modernity were closely connected to independence and the 
supply of pipe borne water in the towns. Mr Arkah, another MP for the CPP 
declares that: “Ghana being a young a new country we all like to lead a 
modern life. We want to have good water supplies, electricity and amenities 
in our community.”74 The picture of Ghana in the rest of the world was held 
as important, as people visiting Ghana would get a good impression of the 
country as a wealthy and progressive nation where people were leading a 
modern life. Mr Arkah continues: 
 

”Tourism is progressing steadily in the country and tourists 
might like to visit certain villages. I think it will be encouraging 
if when these people go to our villages they will find these 
amenities and see that our people are living happily…” 75  

 
Another key concern was the connection between public health and national 
economic development. With regard to the population basis, it was argued 
that introducing piped water would considerably improve general health 
conditions which in turn were considered an important factor for national 
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economic development.76 Without manpower, economic development of the 
country would be hampered hence the introduction of WSS infrastructure 
was motivated as a concern of national development on a larger scale.77  

A strong dissatisfaction was expressed with regard to the system of 
uncovered drains in the cities which, had been introduced by foreign city 
planners. Mr Abbey, MP for the CPP argues that: 

 
 “These people advice the construction of 19th century drains 
which are not covered, whereas they know that in this 20th 
century covered drains are the fashion…..Why should we in 
modern Ghana be contended with nineteen century drains? “78  
 

Mr Abbey further argues that Ghana has its own engineers which should be 
recruited for the job of planning and giving recommendations for public 
constructions such as for example drainage solutions ”because they will 
know better what is good for the country”.79 He continues: “we have to keep 
an eye on these so called experts that are here not for our good but for our 
goods.” 80 

A general shortage of staff and in particular educated Ghanaians who 
could occupy the places as engineers and technicians in the water sector is 
repeatedly emphasized as a big problem.  It is argued that salaries ought to 
be set on a more commercial basis to keep skilled people within the public 
sector.81 A strong emphasis is also put on so called “Africanisation 
programmes” of Public Services in Ghana which aimed to fill the positions 
with local professional officers. Shortage of Ghanaian staff was considered a 
key problem and therefore special schemes were initiated in order to train 
and employ Ghanaians for positions within the water administration. Follow 
ups were made on a yearly basis in order to assess how many more 
Ghanaians that had been added to the staff force. It was also argued that 
Ghanaian entrepreneurs must be prioritized in bidding procedures for public 
works such as WSS in order to use local knowledge. Generally, they were not 
as financially strong as foreign contractors but against arguments such as 
“the country is ours! … And “we did not fight for our independence for the 
Syrians and Lebanese to enjoy!” 82 it is argued that Ghanaian contractors 
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80 Parliamentary debates (1961) 4th of July – August 3rd, p. 331.  
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must be given priority. In answering these concerns raised by the MP’s in 
Parliament, Mr Bensah, the Minister of Works and Housing reply that 
foreign contractors had to be brought in due to the lack of staff, since there 
were not enough trained Ghanaians to carry out the work.  Thus, he argues 
an interim solution had to be applied in order to meet the goals of the second 
development plan. But, the minister replicated, it was only a question of time 
since a lot of Ghanaian students were sent to Europe to be trained as 
engineers. 83 Therefore in the near future, Ghanaians themselves would be 
able to plan and carry out the work that was needed.  
 

8.1.2 Urban bias and general priorities in budget allocations  
Generally there is dissatisfaction expressed over an urban bias in the 
investments in water development projects and the tendency to only provide 
water to the villages located along the main roads. Many of the honourable 
members in the parliament also put forward the villages in their own 
constituency as prospects for funding from the water development budget. 
But it is also a general opinion that the north of Ghana is suffering most from 
the inattention paid to the area. Mr Tedam, MP for the CPP argue that:  
 

 “We all know that the north was deliberately neglected by 
the imperialists because they knew that there was nothing to 
be gained there …we hope that now when we are 
independent the Government will speed up the development 
of the northern region. 84  

 
Especially in the rural context it is emphasized that better water supply 
would free a lot of energy spent by women collecting water. A general 
criticism was also directed towards the allocation of funds to large scale show 
up monuments such as the Conference Hall in Accra and fancy buildings for 
Government institutions and UN agencies. Rather than putting money into 
monuments to celebrate independence, such as the Black Star square in 
Accra, it was argued that money ought to be allocated to more pro poor 
objectives which benefited the less well-off segments of the population.85  

8.1.3 Corruption and inefficiency  
Heavy criticism is directed towards the Public Works Department which is 
accused of being both corrupt and inefficient. It is argued that money is 
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being wasted within the department while the work to provide more people 
with water infrastructure is progressing to slow. Mr Abbey, MP for the CPP, 
argues that: “..at the rate at which this work is being done at the moment, 
assuming for the purpose of argument that even an additional fifty men were 
added to the present personnel, it would take the Ministers Ministry 2,579 
years to give boreholes and pipe borne water to all the areas of Ghana” 86 Mr 
Appiah is also raising an inquiry on corruption within the utility and asks 
what happened to a sum money that was set aside to the development of 
water supplies in Sekondi –Takoradi, Winneba, Koforidua and Nsawam. He 
continues: “We know that all these monies have found their way into some 
people’s pockets”.87  This indicates that non-transparency was perceived as a 
problem to the operations of the Public Works department and a drawback 
on the progress of WSS development.   

8.1.4 Sanitation and health 
From what we can tell from the parliamentary debates, sanitation in terms of 
liquid waste management does not appear to have been a big political issue 
at the time. Focus was rather on accelerating the work to supply more people 
with drinking water. However the relation between bad sanitation and the 
constant threat of malaria is occasionally discussed. Mr Osancey, MP for the 
CPP claim that:  
 

“We know that in the city of Accra owing to lack of good 
sanitation mosquitoes breed on a very large scale. So I am saying 
that better methods should be adopted by the authorities in 
cleaning our towns.”88  

 
Apart from this statement, sanitation in terms of liquid waste management 
was not discussed as a big issue in parliament at the time. Instead the link 
between water supply and health was more pronounced. Investing in water 
infrastructure was recognized as a preventative measure with regard to 
public health. It was suggested that to prioritize the construction of water 
pipes is better as a preventive method than the building of health centres. It 
is reported  that about 80% of the cases reported to the hospitals in Ghana 
were caused by the impurity of water and therefore ”if we could provide good 
drinking water the number of cases would be considerably reduced”. 89  
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8.1.5 Pricing, billing and financing 
The issue of pricing of water was also recognized as a problematic issue in 
parliament. Among other things the discussion concerned general attitudes 
towards paying for water services where it is recognized that people are 
generally unwilling to pay for water delivery.  Mr Bensah, the Minister of 
Work and Housing states:”The idea is that we have to teach people to pay for 
certain amenities”.90 A related concern is also the issue of whether or not to 
charge cost recovery prices for water and if, then what should cost recovery 
mean? Should people merely pay for the cost of water production or should 
the cost for the construction of the water distribution systems themselves 
also be included in the price? 91  

A common input into water related discussions in parliament was, as 
previously mentioned, the demands by different honourable members that 
water has to be brought to their respective constituencies for different 
reason: they have market places, they produce cocoa which is important to 
Ghana etcetera. The reply from the minister is that he wished his Ministry 
could do more and that they would if only there were more funds available 
for that purpose.92 Obviously it was hard to raise internal funds in Ghana for 
water supply development and therefore a constant lack of funding is put 
forward as a major challenge to the sector.   

8.2 The utility perspective – Annual reports of the Public 
Works Department 

 
In the following a brief picture of the utility perspective of the development 
during the same time period is provided. When following the work done in 
the annual reports of the Hydraulic branch of the Public Works Department 
we get a sense of some of the challenges that arise when working closer to 
implementation and practice.  

According to the annual report of the Public Works department from 
1956/57 there was a policy of laying mains only in planned areas. The 
unplanned growth of cities was discussed here as a large problem to the 
actual digging and laying of pipes. Many times houses and buildings were 
erected long before roads and drains were in place and therefore made the 
installation of water pipes difficult to the utility.  

Lack of funds was an obvious bottleneck in the development of WSS 
infrastructure.  The speed with which expansions could be made was directly 
related to the funds that could be made available from the Public Works 
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Department to its Hydraulic Division. In this context it is interesting to note 
that the fiscal year had to be changed in order to run from the 1st of July to 
the 30th of June. This was to enable account to be taken of the value of the 
current years cocoa crop when formulating budget proposals. This was not 
possible when the financial year commenced on the 1st of April with the main 
crop season ending in February. This point to the vulnerability of an 
economy which is dependent on one major export crop and the challenges 
that arise to public sector work in a similar context. If the crops failed one 
year, this would also hit hard on investments in infrastructure such as water 
and sanitation. This is but one example, reflecting the importance of taking 
the surrounding context and circumstances into account in analysis of the 
deficits in the water and sanitation sector work.   

According to the annual report from 57/58 there was a limited water 
metering system in place. However, it obviously did not have universal 
coverage since it is explicitly expressed that the ultimate aim was to achieve 
100 % coverage of the water that was used at all points of consumption and 
to obtain payment from local authorities and municipalities for the water 
that was consumed at public standpipes.93 Obviously, revenue collection was 
not well functioning at the time.  

Lack of staff is repeatedly recognized as a serious problem to the 
Hydraulic Brach of the Public Works Department. It is reported that long 
vacancies for senior professional staff remained unfilled and that a 
laboratory was set up and fully equipped but lack of staff left the laboratory 
unused. Chronic shortage of engineering staff was critical, particularly in the 
case of Accra Waterworks which, it was stated, “had grown beyond the size 
which one qualified engineer could manage”.94  In addition it is reported that 
the Public Works Department carried out work for the rural water 
department and a number of investigations were also undertaken on behalf 
of the Ministry of Health. Generally, there was also a lack of chemicals and 
shortage of chlorine for purification and production of drinking water. These 
chemicals were not produced in the country but had to be imported which 
would sometimes cause delays in production procedures. 95 

In July 1959 the Hydraulic Branch of the Public Works Department and 
the Department of Rural Water Development merged into a new institution, 
the Water Supplies Department to cater for both urban and rural water 
development.  The headquarters of the new department was located to 
Kumasi. According to the Minister of Works and Housing the argument for 
this fusion was “to coordinate plans effectively for the supply of water to 
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urban as well as rural areas.”96 Coordination through a centralised 
organisation versus specialisation is a recurrent theme that we will have to 
come back to later in the discussions on how to organise the Ghanaian WSS 
sector in the most efficient way.  

8.3 Water shortage in Accra, the Rockefeller brothers and 
the establishment of Ghana Water and Sewerage 
Corporation  
During the dry season in 1959, water shortage in Accra was severe. Rainfall 
during the year had been unusually small and in February, the river Densu, 
the main water source supplying Accra with water through the Weija water 
works, went dry whereas new rains could not be expected until mid march. 
Thus, the water supply from Weija was rationed and the supply was only 
turned on in Accra a few hours a day. Static tankers were erected in Accra 
and water was brought into the town from other places by means of mobile 
tankers. Ten tankers were hired from Nigeria “with the kind assistance of 
Shell company”97 to facilitate distribution of water.  In order to reduce over 
all consumption it was also rendered illegal to waste water or to use hoses for 
the watering of gardens or washing of cars.98 Restrictions were also imposed 
on non domestic commercial users. 99  

In a despatch from the Office of the High Commissioner for the United 
Kingdom in Accra, serious worries were expressed for the “discomfort and 
possible dangers to which it is exposing the local citizenry as well, of course, 
as the High commissioners staff.”100 A decision was taken by the British High 
Commissioner to supply the UK based staff with filters and tanker water 
from Lake Volta. Under any circumstances, the high Commissioner 
announced, the use of filters for future purposes was recommended since the 
pressure on the water resources were constantly increasing and the 
management of the water resources was already “partly in African hands”.101 
This was seen as a preventive measure since the High Commissioner 
obviously did not trust the Ghanaian Government in managing the water 
supply. In his opinion Nkrumah and his government did not realize the 
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gravity of the situation and he feared that this would lead to disastrous 
human consequences. 102  

The acute water shortage in Ghana’s capital city attracted the attention of 
foreign actors which showed interest to support the government in solving 
the water situation in Accra. The British High Commissioner sent an inquiry 
to the Colonial Office to ask whether the British Government was ready to fly 
in material for a pipe line to be laid from Tema to Accra in order to redirect 
some water from the Tema. In his letter to the colonial office he adds that: 
“Apart from the humanitarian perspective of the gesture I need hardly add 
that it would create a great deal of good will”103  

At the time, an exponent of the American financial elite, David 
Rockefeller, also happened to be on round trip in West Africa and when in 
Accra he immediately offered the Government to pay a visit from “the best 
expert in the world”104 to assist the Government in solving it’s water 
problems. Through a letter from, the UK information officer in Lagos, we get 
a picture of the operation as it was told to him by Mr Flemming, the local 
representative of the Rockefeller foundation in Accra. According to the 
Information officer, the offer was accepted by Nkrumah and his ministers 
and short after, a foreign expert, Mr Lilientahl, arrived in Accra.105 After a 
week of investigations where Mr Lilientahl had received all the available 
information from the staff at the Public Works Department”, he came up 
with a proposal on the building of a dam on river Kuia, a tributary of  the 
Densu river, to avoid similar situations in Accra in the future. Short term 
acute solutions, such as the laying of emergency pipes by Shell oil company 
or bringing water to Accra by road bowser, were discussed but in the end, it 
is reported, was not consider to be effective. Mr Lilientahl also predicted 
from a study of rainfall statistics, that the problem would solve itself by 
March 15 because of the onset of rain. The UK information officer, note that 
this was not big news since the rainy season always start by mid-March. In 
the letter, he says that:  
 

“It is possible that my recollection of what Mr Flemming told me 
is at fault in detail but the general impression with which I was 
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left was that with this behind them, the Rockefeller brothers 
consider their organisation off to a flying start in West Africa.”106  

 
The information officer obviously was of the opinion that the operation was 
an attempt on the part of the Rockefeller brothers to gain good – will from 
the Ghanaian Government. In a sarcastic tone the information officer adds 
that “The efficiency with which the promotion was conducted was certainly 
striking, making an allowance for the fact that it added not a drop of water to 
Accra’s supplies”.107  

That same year, the Government of Ghana entrusted the World Health 
Organisation with the task of carrying out a study on the water sector 
development of the country.108 The WHO consultant submitted a report in 
1961 followed by a preparation for a master plan for water supply and 
sewerage in 1964. The 1961 study focussed not only on technical engineering 
but constituted a general assessment of the WSS situation in the country and 
gave a proposal for the organisation of a new national water and sewerage 
authority.  

The WHO recognised that in 1960, there were 69 public water supplies 
operating in Ghana, which served an estimated 1 145 000 persons out of a 
total population of over 6 690 000. This means that around 17% of the 
population was served by the public water utility. The WHO also reported, 
that a few towns received their water from supplies operated by mining 
companies.109 In Accra, the capital city, it was estimated that about 50% of 
the population lived in “substandard houses” in congested areas without 
water or sanitary facilities, leaving them dependant on public standpipes and 
public latrines. Furthermore, about 25% lived in “low-grade” houses with a 
yard connection but with bathrooms and latrines without running water. 
Here a system for night-soil collection was the normal solution for sanitary 
disposal. The remaining 25% lived in medium grade (19%) or “high-grade” 
(6%) which were connected to the water supply system with fully equipped 
bathrooms and water closets connected to septic tanks or cesspits, which it is 
reported were emptied by the municipality.110 

The WHO report, recognized the incapacity of existing infrastructure to 
meet the ever increasing demand. As migration into the cities boosted, vast 
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expansions of the systems were needed.111 The present Water Supplies 
Division in conjunction with the Geological Surveys department had for 
many years carried out studies on potential water supplies for the towns and 
rural areas. Thus, information and plans for a nation wide extension 
program already existed and what was needed at this stage, was more 
resources, both in terms of staff and capital funds. The supplies constructed 
and operated by the water supplies division so far was seriously 
understaffed.112 Therefore the report strongly recommended that the 
situation be improved by filling all the gaps and vacancies in the Water 
Supplies Division.113 The WHO report also recognize the training needs of 
the staff force and argued that for the future “a post-graduate training of all 
Ghanaian staff members should be fostered, partly by sending them abroad 
to post-graduate courses in England, the United States of America, and the 
Netherlands etc” 114  

In 1961, Tema was the only town in Ghana which had water borne sewage 
disposal system.115 Elsewhere according to the WHO, the sanitary conditions 
constituted major health risks as the soil became overloaded with septic 
waste in densely populated areas. The WHO pointed to the prevalence of 
guinea worm disease, bilharzias, enteric fevers, dysenteries and malaria as 
strongly related to the poor sanitary state in the country. The links between a 
reliable water supply, general health conditions and industrial productivity 
were also recognized “since bad health mean loss of workers time and 
efficiency and many industries also require a supply of clean water for their 
processes and production”.116 On these grounds, the WHO recommended a 
vast program for sanitary conditions in Ghana.117  

Regarding the administrative structure of the water sector, the advisory 
panel recommended a separation of water supply services from other 
governmental services in the form of a separate authority in charge of the 
construction and maintenance of water sewerage systems in different parts 
of the country. This was proposed to be a broad organization, responsible for 
all the different steps of water management.118 The WHO team 
recommended a national centralized authority rather than many local ones 
due to overhead costs for the setting up and running of authorities, costs for 
staff and risks for the duplication of workloads. For the same reasons, rural 
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and urban water were also proposed to be in the same water division. 
Another argument for a “joint water and sewerage authority” was that water 
and sewerage are closely related and therefore, it was stated, they require 
joint planning.119  

Regarding financial aspects, the team noticed that water revenues from 
the sector did not at all cover the cost of production which instead, was 
totally borne by the treasury.120 WHO also emphasized that the attitude that 
water should be free was a problem to the sector and state that: “The 
traditional way of regarding water is that it is free like the air…Free water 
however, leads to disease and endangers the public health”121  

The argument laid out is that whereas roads are public works built for 
public use, water infrastructure is a public work delivering water for private 
consumption. In this respect, the WHO stated, it is not different from other 
food stuffs hence “the commercial character of publicly owned water 
supplies is a consequence of this feature…”122 Against this background the 
team strongly recommended the establishment of cost recovery levels on the 
water tariffs and this is motivated by arguments of justice:  
 

 “If the general taxpayer has to bear the burden of public water 
supply the man who has no public supply at his disposal has not 
only to provide his own drinking water but must pay for the 
water supply of more fortunate citizens….With regard to the 
different categories of water consumers, justice requires that the 
man who only uses water for preparing food and bathing pays 
less than the man who waters his garden and washes his car as 
well”123  

 
In line with the recommendations of the WHO the Ghana Water and 
Sewerage Corporation (hereafter GWSC) was established in 1965 and started 
functioning in September 1966 as the responsibilities of the Water Supplies 
Division of the Ministry of Works and housing were transferred to the new 
utility. According to the Act, 310:1965, GWSC was to be responsible for water 
supply and sewerage in rural as well as urban areas. The corporation was to 
be responsible for the conduct of research relative to water and sewerage as 
well as the making of engineering surveys and plans. Furthermore it was 
obliged to be responsible for the construction and operation of water and 
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sewerage works, the setting of standards and prices and to collect 
revenues.124 Hence all aspects of water and sewerage management were 
centralized under one authority.  

According to the Parliamentary Act, the six members of the GWSC Board 
were to be appointed by the President himself which also had the mandate to 
terminate any of the mandates other than the managing director “if he is of 
the opinion that it is in the interest of the Corporation so to do”125 This 
reflects the strong position held by president Nkrumah at the time and the 
general centralisation of the state bureaucracy during his time in office.  

The establishment of the Corporation was noticed and commented on in 
the parliament. It is argued that, whereas different aspects of water 
management previously were splintered up on several governmental 
agencies and ministries, it was now time for a “concentrated action”.126 The 
public utility character of the new corporation was also emphasized in the 
debate. Apart from the fact that GWSC was exempted from paying taxes, it 
was also regarded as very positive that the business of the corporation was 
not going to be “a revenue earning concern; it is required to provide services 
for the people…127 Finally an MP in parliament expresses his hope that the 
Corporation will “be serious with its work and concentrate it’s action to 
where it is needed and not in areas where there is plenty of water with 
surplus for gardens”.128 This indicates that inequality on water access was 
perceived as a problem at the time.   

8.4 Summary 
The post-independence political discourse on WSS is very much coloured by 
the newly won independence and by issues of Africanisation. Much emphasis 
is put on the importance of educating Ghanaian engineers and filling the 
posts in the water administration with Ghanaian staff. Getting piped water 
into the cities was framed as part of a modernisation project and a further 
step away from colonial oppression. On a more general level, it was argued 
that money must rather be spent on basic infrastructure investments such as 
water and sanitation than on large monuments like the independence square 
or the conference hall in Accra. Criticism is expressed towards an urban bias 
in water investments; rural areas, it is argued, had been neglected in 
previous development plans. Problems of corruption and inefficiency were 
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also discussed in parliament. In addition the question of pricing and billing 
were important concerns already during this time period.  

Reports from the utility reveal problems that lie closer to practice and 
operation. For example it is repeatedly put forward that there is a lack of 
educated staff to fill the positions within the Hydrological Division of the 
Public Works Department. There is also a general lack of material resources 
such as equipment and chemicals for operation. With regard to the 
environment in which the utility has to operate it is argued that the budget 
year has to be changed in order to take the outfall of the years cocoa crop 
into consideration before any new decisions about investments in public 
infrastructure can be decided upon. Planned projects might have to be 
repealed and long term planning for the sector is difficult. This underlines 
the vulnerability of an economy which is dependent on one major export 
crop such as cocoa and points to the importance of taking contextual factors 
into account when evaluating the work that is being done by the utility.  

Soon after independence Ghana was offered assistance to develop its 
water sector both by capital interests such as the Rockefeller foundation, as 
well as International agencies, such as the WHO. On the recommendations 
of the WHO, Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation was founded in 1965 
as a centralised organisation, commissioned with the task to provide potable 
water and sewerage services to the citizens of Ghana. GWSC was established 
as a centralized authority with heavy influence from governmental 
administration. During this time period the water and sanitation problem 
was primarily looked upon as an issue of investments and expansions, both 
in terms of capital and manpower in order to increase coverage throughout 
the country. In the table below, important events during the period studied 
in the preceding chapter are summarized.  

 
Table 7: Important events in the WSS sector in Ghana 1958- 
1965 
 

1958/1959 Department of Rural Water Development and the 
Hydraulic Branch of the P.W.D merged into a Water 
supply division under the Ministry of Works and 
Housing.  
 

1959  Agreement signed with WHO on a water sector 
development study to be carried out in Ghana 

1965 GWSC established to take over from the Water 
Supply Division of the Ministry of Works and 
Housing and be responsible for water supply and 
sewerage system development and operation.  
 



 

 96 
 

 

9. FROM GHANA WATER AND SEWERAGE 
CORPORATION TO AQUA VITENS RAND 
1966 - 2005 
 
This chapter will follow the development from the first years of operation of 
GWSC up until 2005 when a management contract was signed with a Dutch-
South African joint venture, Aqua Vitens Rand Ltd, to be responsible for 
operation and management of Ghana’s urban water systems for five years. 
The time period studied saw many reforms of unbundling and 
decentralisation of responsibilities to new agencies and local authorities. It 
was an intense period of contested institutional reform and policy debate 
which involved several actors, both national and international. The era 
studied in this chapter also reflect important shifts in the framing of the WSS 
issue, how the essence of urban WSS problems were and are understood and 
what solutions that have been considered appropriate to deal with sector 
problems.  
 

9.1 The first years of operation – GWSC and the Accra/Tema 
Water Supply and Sewerage Project 
As the newly formed water utility, Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation 
faced great development challenges where expectations on the corporation 
were high. The Governments 7 year development plan, 1963- 1970 state, that 
one-sixth of the Ghanaian population enjoyed good drinking water 
distributed through 74 public systems, whereas the rest mainly relied on 
natural sources of uncertain quality.129  To meet both the needs of a rapidly 
expanding urban population and growing industrial activity, the 
development plan stated that it was of primary importance to improve and 
extend water supplies and distribution in cities and urban centres in Ghana. 
From the part of Ghanaian policy makers there was an officially expressed 
will to phase out the public standpipe system. This is clearly stated in the 
national development plan which formally declares that all parts of the 
country will be provided with water through “house – to house” connections 
and that the public standpipe supply system will be abolished “since this 
detracts so much from the value of the water service by the element of 
pollution which it introduces.”130 The policy of whether and to what degree to 
promote standpipes or individual connections would evolve into a future 
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point of contention between some external donors and the Government of 
Ghana, where the latter as seen in the above, wanted to go for individual 
connections. The IDA on their part viewed the standpipe system as a low cost 
option which would serve more people and also reach those who could not 
afford a yard- or in- house connection.131  

The official policy for pricing remained a cost recovery approach; however 
implementation of this policy was weak.132 In the annual report of Ghana 
Water and Sewerage Corporation for the years 1968 and 1969, issues of 
tariffs and revenue collection get a lot of space. Non-payment of water bills, 
both by public institutions as well as private customers is recognized as a 
large problem to the utility. It is emphasized that billing and revenue 
collection practices have to be made more efficient and that an effort must be 
made to improve customer relations more generally. Among other things it is 
noticed that there is a strong dissatisfaction with the general water rate 
“which is considered obnoxious by most landlords”.133 Therefore, it is stated, 
discussions on a new rate structure have to be initiated. A proposed guiding 
principle is that rates in the cities should be higher than in rural areas in 
order to reflect socio-economic differences. As the urban water sector was 
assumed to be more financially viable it was expected to cover its own costs, 
whereas the officially expressed long term goal for the rural water sector was 
that it be run on gradually less dependence on government subsidy.134  

The annual report 67/68 & 68/69 indicate that local councils in towns 
with less that 5000 inhabitants were being entrusted with the responsibility 
of administering, running and maintaining water systems in their respective 
areas.135 According to the GWSC annual report there are also other pipe 
borne water supply systems being constructed and run by other bodies such 
as the Volta River Authority, the Agriculture Department as well as some 
commercial and religious bodies, however they served only a small part of 
the population.136 There was however no official policy which suggested such 
devolution of responsibilities, hence this decentralisation seemingly took 
place without guidance of any official policy decision.  

Seemingly, data insecurity appeared a problem early in the corporation’s 
history. The World Bank (1974) notes that due to the lack of “systematic 
record keeping until 1969” and the fact that “over 80% of domestic 
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connections were unmetered until the end of 1971”, there were large 
information gaps on how much water that was consumed.137 According to the 
utility itself, it provided 40% of the total population in Ghana with water in 
1968/69.138 However, an external source, the Water Resources Research 
Unit of the Ghana Academy of Sciences, claim that in 1968 only 25% of the 
population (which then comprised about 8 million people) had potable water 
to drink. The rest, it states, got their water from sources which were not safe 
for drinking purposes.139 The discrepancy could of course be related to 
different measuring methods but since none of these sources, either GWSC 
or Water Resources Research Unit, gives an account for the calculation basis 
of their figures, this question is left unanswered. Therefore, to determine and 
compare operational efficiency for the sector over time was and still is a 
difficult task.   

In 1969, IDA approved a first credit loan (160-GH) of US $ 3,5 million to 
the Government of Ghana, to finance the implementation of a project named 
the “Accra/Tema water supply and sewerage project”.140 A second credit of 
US$ 10.4 million (499-GH) was extended in 1974.141 With the approval of the 
loan, GWSC entered upon the first World Bank financed project in the urban 
WSS sector and this, as will be seen in the following, also meant that IDA 
stepped in as an important actor and stakeholder with an influential voice in 
sector development. During the negotiations it was agreed that the IDA 
should be consulted in connection with future appointments to the post of 
managing director of GWSC and manager of ATMA and that “under the 160 - 
GH credit, any material modification in the structure of GWSC organization 
and operation will be made in consultation with IDA”.142 

The Accra/Tema water supply and sewerage project included the 
extension of the water distribution systems with connections in Accra and 
Tema, installation of water meters and a central sewerage system for Accra 
with disposal into the ocean.143 A rural water component in the adjacent 
areas of Accra was included; however, the project focus was on the most 
financially viable region, ATMA or the Accra – Tema metropolitan area. The 
Weija Dam, which had previously used to supply the western part of Accra 
with water, had been destroyed by a flood in 1968144 wherefore these parts of 
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the city suffered from water shortage. The water distribution network now 
constructed would provide the basis for a new extension to the Tema 
distribution system which received its water from Lake Volta through the 
Kpong waterworks and thereby would redirect surplus water from Kpong to 
the western part of Accra. 145  (See map 2 chapter 5) 

As Accra, at the time was dependent on septic tanks and night soil 
collection systems, the sewerage part of the project also constituted the first 
effort to provide a central sewerage system for the capital city.  Moreover, the 
project component that aimed at installing water meters at all connections 
was but one effort to restore the financial viability of the corporation. In 
addition IDA recommended that tariffs be increased to cover operating 
expenses and to get the Corporation on financial footing.146 A 50% tariff 
increase for 1974 was suggested in order to finance the extension of 
improvement of the physical works suggested in the Accra/Tema water 
supply and sewerage project. IDA also opted for a “social tariff block” system 
which would guarantee a minimum quantity of water to a lower unit price. 
This, the IDA argued, was a way to “safeguard the interests of the lower 
income consumer and to make the benefits of a private connection available 
to a larger proportion of the consumers”147. An agreement was made that the 
second credit (499 – GH) would not be released until the new water supply 
tariffs had been put into effect.148 The Government agreed on a 50% tariff 
increase for metered domestic and industrial/commercial consumers in the 
ATMA area; however, it decided to await countrywide tariff changes until all 
connections in urban areas had been metered. With the regard to the social 
tariff block, it was also being postponed “due to expected administrative 
difficulties in meter reading and billing”149 

At the time, GWSC operated about 170 water supply systems150 
throughout the country. As a highly centralised organisation, GWSC officially 
administered all these individual systems centrally from the office in Accra. 
In 1973, however, in an effort to decentralise the activities of GWSC, nine 
regional organisations with 51 district management centres were created to 
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have primary responsibility for operations and development in their 
respective areas.151 ATMA as the most commercially viable region was as 
large as all other regions combined. 152  

As the first stage of the Accra/Tema Water supply and sewerage project  
closed in June 1975, the World Bank Project Evaluation Report stated that 
whereas the water supply aspect of the project was carried out almost as 
planned, the sewerage part failed mainly because consumers did not connect 
to the system.153 As, sewerage, discussed in chapter 2, has few characteristics 
of a private good, incentives for individual customers to connect to the 
system were weak. Neither was there, at the time, any legislation in place 
which obliged customers to connect to the sewerage system once it was in 
place.154 Instead of the expected 2000 connections, approximately 500 
connections were made155 and as a result the sewerage system was 
underutilized. The World Bank evaluation of the project stated that: “This 
project illustrates the importance to provide for sewer connections as part of 
the sewerage project.” 156  Further expansions of the system however were 
not recommended at the time, since there was little administrative 
experience in running a modern sewerage system on the part of GWSC and 
according to the WB they needed to “obtain experience in commissioning 
and operating the works completed in 1973, before proceeding to major new 
developments.”157  

In the national five year development plan 1975/76 – 1979/80 for the 
republic of Ghana, it is stated that about 38 per cent of the total population 
of the country was supplied with potable water.158 Thus the figure had 
increased since the previous 63/64 – 69/70 development plan where it was 
estimated that only a fifth of the population was supplied with piped water. 
With regard to sanitation, the Government remained with the official goal to 
“run all waste matter in the city underground to help reduce environmental 
pollution which is now one of the world’s biggest problems”.159 Thus large 
scale and capital intensive technical solutions both for water (in-house 
connections) and sanitation (water borne sewerage systems) infrastructure 
were aimed at by the Ghanaian Government.   
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Decentralising responsibilities within the organisation proved to be more 
difficult than anticipated. In 1977 a report was submitted by Tahal 
consultants, which stated that serious operation and maintenance problems 
existed in almost all the regions and districts of GWSC. The consultants 
noted that even if district management centres officially had been created in 
1973, the policy had not been implemented and the need to decentralise 
responsibilities and authority to district levels was still urgent.  
 

 “In spite of the declared policy of GWSC to decentralize its 
activities there is still considerable centralization: the Head office 
is excessively involved in current activities of planning, design 
and construction and the regions too are engaged in day-to-day 
operation and maintenance activities.” 160 
 

A shortage of skilled man power seriously affected the implementation of the 
decentralisation policy at a district level and it is reported that in some cases 
districts were not staffed at all.161 The consultants noted that a lot of skilled 
manpower left the corporation due to unfavourable employment terms and 
low salaries.162 Apart from the general shortage of manpower, the 
consultants also noted that shortage of workshops, equipment, spare parts 
and vehicles constituted serious constraints to the utility’s operations. 163   

In 1978 GWSC sought Government authorization for an increase in water 
tariffs. However due to a late approval from the part of the government the 
tariff increase had to wait until 1981 when it was already out of date.  The 
next proposal for a tariff increase was submitted in 1982 and was finally 
approved in 1984. By that time the Corporation was already in a severe debt 
crisis. 164  

Taking the wider historical context into account, GWSC was set to carry 
out its business in a turbulent economic and political environment during 
the first decades of operation. Repeated coup d’etats, changing governments 
between civil and military rule, unstable economic conditions and debt crises 
followed by a turn around to structural adjustment in the beginning of the 
1980’s did not provide a predictable environment for planning and 
development of large scale and capital intensive water and sanitation 
infrastructure in the country. A steady decline in the country’s GDP also 
affected the deterioration of WSS infrastructure. The next chapter will 
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discuss how structural adjustment/the Economic Recovery Program shaped 
the continuing efforts to tackle the problems of urban WSS infrastructure 
development in Ghana.   
 

9.2 The Water Sector Restructuring Project and the road to 
Private Sector Participation 
During the ERP-era (1983-1993) several efforts aimed at improving the 
efficiency within the WSS sector in Ghana were made. Donors contributed 
with financial and technical assistance to enable the initiation of 
rehabilitation and expansion programs for the sector, to train personnel and 
to buy transport and maintenance equipment.165  Ghana also took part in 
international programs aimed to give more people access to WSS services 
such as the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade 
(1981–1990).166  However, rapid urbanisation and population growth   
increased the pressure on the WSS infrastructure. Unstable economic and 
political conditions further contributed to deterioration of systems and 
services. GWSC was deeply in debt and did neither manage to deliver reliable 
services to its existing customers nor to expand the systems to those 
uncovered. In 1985 it was stated that a third of the water systems were not 
operational and the capacity of the remaining systems were reduced.167 

During the ERP, user fees for water supply increased and subsidies on 
water tariffs were gradually removed to achieve cost recovery levels.168 In 
1984, a study carried out by external consultants recommended “an 
institutional rebuilding” of GWSC.169 A report carried out by a GWSC 
management task force, with a proposal for a new Corporation law was 
submitted to the Ministry of Works and Housing in 1985. The report stated 
that a lot had happened since the GWSC first was established in 1965 and 
that reforms now had to be made to adjust the corporation to new 
circumstances.170 The report also declares that the financial difficulties of the 
corporation largely were caused by political interference in the sector. 
Ministerial control it is stated had to be reduced in order for the corporation 
to be able to set “timely and adequate tariffs” that could cover the 
expenditures for its operations.171 According to Whitfield (2006) the 
government at the time was subsidising about half of the GWSC 
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expenditure.172 The Corporation was heavily in debt. The new corporation 
law thus aimed to make the utility more financially viable by giving it 
authority to set tariffs to cover its expenditures and to extend the 
responsibilities of the Management Director in order to also be able to hold 
him accountable for deficiencies in operations. 173  

In 1987 a five year rehabilitation and development plan for the sector was 
prepared which resulted in a Water Sector Restructuring Project (WSRP). 174 
Out of a total budget of $ US 140 million, donors contributed with $ 125 
million to support reforms towards increased efficiency and improved 
management of GWSC. More specific objectives were to reduce unaccounted 
for water, rationalisation through the reduction of the workforce, hiring of 
professionals and training of the remaining staff. A strong focus in the WSRP 
was also put on internal organisational changes of the utility and more 
market oriented policies generally in the WSS sector.175 During the start of  
the 1990’s a number of new laws and regulations were passed and 
responsibilities were transferred from the centralised GWSC to other 
agencies.  

In 1994, the Environmental Protection Agency was established and took 
on political responsibility for ensuring that the activities of water operators 
does not cause any harm to the water environment.176 The Water Resources 
Commission, founded in 1996, was created to be in charge of overall 
regulation and coordination of water resources utilization.177 
Implementation of the Internationally agreed upon principles of Integrated 
Water Resources Management (IWRM), as discussed in chapter 4 in this 
study were also entrusted with the Water Resources Commission in order to  
ensure a sustainable use and protection of water resources.178 In 1997, an 
independent body, the Public Utilities Regulatory Commission (PURC) was 
formed to regulate and oversee the provision of urban water and electricity 
services. PURC got the mandate to set tariffs and to control quality standards 
for the services delivered by the utilities. The PURC was established to be an 
autonomous and independent regulator to balance the needs of the 
customers versus the needs of the service operator.179 Responsibilities for 
rural water and sanitation were hived off from the central organisation in 
1998 as the Community Water and Sanitation Agency was established as an 
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independent body under the Ministry of Local Government and Rural 
Development.180 Moreover the Environmental Sanitation Policy from 1999 
stresses that storm water drainage and sanitary sewerage as well as other 
environmental sanitation functions then resting with central agencies had to 
be transferred to District Assemblies.181 The official argument for 
transferring the sewerage aspect to the assemblies was that other aspects of 
sanitation were already taken care of by the waste management departments 
at the district assemblies and therefore, “in order to enable effective 
coordination with other environmental sanitation activities”182 it was found 
convenient to add sewerage to other sanitary duties at local level. However 
decentralisation in this regard was weakened by the fact that the assemblies 
had not enough resources, nether in terms of skills or financial resources, to 
take on the new responsibilities.183 In addition, as no platform for co-
management of water and sewerage was established the old argument that 
water and sewerage requires joint planning did not seem to have any validity 
anymore. Moreover, the Environmental Sanitation Policy of 1999 recognized 
that sewerage systems on city wide scale were very capital intensive 
endeavours and were no longer as vigorously promoted as during the 
immediate post-independence era   

That same year in 1999, GWSC was converted into a 100% state owned 
Limited Liability Company, the Ghana Water Company Ltd. Unlike its 
former predecessor, GWCL could now concentrate on one core business – 
the supply of water to Ghana’s urban residents.  

Besides a general decentralisation and unbundling of responsibilities 
within the water administration, the introduction of private sector 
participation in the water sector was another long term goal of the WSRP. 
The institutional rebuilding process thus was paralleled with a process that 
sought to find the most appropriate arrangement for private sector 
participation in the supply of urban water. The World Bank contracted a UK 
based consultancy firm, Sir William Halcrow & Partners Ltd to investigate 
the feasibility of different PSP options, including their advantages and 
limitations for the urban water sector in Ghana.184 In February, 1995, a water 
sector restructuring workshop was held in Accra to discuss eight different 
options for PSP including management contracts, concession and service 
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contracts in different combinations.185 The stakeholders represented at the 
meeting in 1995186 agreed to adopt the lease option. 187  

A rationale for PSP in the urban water sector clearly was to get access to 
private capital.188 Promoters of the PSP solution also looked at the problem 
from a management-point-of view. They pointed to the past and the failed 
efforts to reform the utility and argued that too much focus had been put on 
hardware knowledge such as engineering skills and that business 
management had been under prioritized or neglected.189 According to the 
World Bank Ghana office, the public sector model had not worked very well 
in Ghana with following weak utility management; the right incentive 
structures and policy environment had not been in place, remuneration had 
not been tied to performance and customer relations were poor, etcetera.190 
Thus the problem for the urban water sector was not about technical skills, 
but rather had to do with public sector attitude. The greatest challenge 
according to the promoters was about bringing more entrepreneurship into 
the water sector and to make Ghana Water Company operate in a more 
businesslike manner. 191  

An advisory committee with representation from different stakeholder 
groups was formed in 1996 to oversee and advise the process and in 
September 1998, an invitation for pre-qualification of two ten year lease 
contracts dividing Ghana’s urban water systems into two business units, was 
launched.192 The contracts included operation, maintenance and 
management of selected water supply systems from source to end-user. In 
addition, the interested firms were also required to invest in some limited 
capital expenditures in the improvement of the systems.193 In 1999, Azurix,  a 
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subsidiary of the American energy company Enron, approached the 
Government of Ghana with interest for a BOOT (Build Operate Own 
Transfer) contract in the urban water sector in Ghana. The project was to be 
carried out as a “fast track project”; i.e. contract closure and project 
implementation as soon as possible where the contract duration period was 
to last for 20 years.194 Azurix also wanted a 20 year tax holiday, while it was 
operating in Ghana.195 The Government decided to accept the offer made by 
Azurix, however the process was considered as non competitive and non 
transparent by the World Bank wherefore it decided to draw back its support 
to the urban water project. Azurix pulled out and the process halted for some 
time.196 The incident was widely recognized both in national as well as 
international media and gave rise to a general dissatisfaction with the way 
the process was handled.  

In July 2000 another reformulated invitation for prequalification was 
launched.197 The new document contained a special paragraph on “Fraud 
and Corruption” which can be interpreted as a response to previous 
experiences described in the above.198 This time, the lease contract 
comprised a 10 year period and the lessee was expected to bring capital to 
invest in the systems. Hence, the rational for the selection of the lease option 
was that investments were needed along with improved management skills 
and a new corporate culture.199 In 2001, the bidding procedure started over 
again.200 

That same year in May 2001, a four day national forum on water sector 
reform in Ghana was organized by a Ghanaian NGO, the Integrated Social 
Development Centre (ISODEC). An outcome was the establishment of a 
national coalition against privatization of water.201 Whereas the process of 
institutional reform for the urban water supply and sanitation sector had 
been carried out without any remarkable debate in the 1990, the formation 
of the Coalition now brought the question on urban water reform out to the 
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general public in Ghana.202 Two polar discourses, based on the previous 
history of reform have emerged. Interviews with related stakeholders carried 
out in Accra in 2004/2005 and 2006/2007 show that there is not a shared 
understanding of what the major problems facing the sector or the causes of 
public sector underperformance are. Secondly there is also disagreement on 
the rationale for PSP involvement as well as the possible effects of the 
contract arrangement.  

Whereas the promoters of private sector participation claim that a lack of 
business mindedness, entrepreneurship and proper incentives are the major 
causes to public sector underperformance in the WSS sector the opponents 
to the reform claim that underinvestment in the sector is the root to the 
problem. The workers of Ghana Water Company, they argue, are not 
provided with appropriate tools to carry out descent work. As a coalition 
member puts it “There is one basic challenge: Investment! …it is not about 
you having some ten top managers coming here to deliver miracles…it will 
not happen.”203 Lack of investment and lack of city planning pose serious 
challenges to the water utility. In addition the representative interviewed 
from the ISODEC, recognizes the problems of political appointments to the 
top management of the utility as this mean that the right people are put on 
the right positions. This he argues “is linked to the issue of 
corruption…which of course has to do with the whole governance system”204 

The main concern of the coalition was that the PSP deal favoured the 
interest of private water operators rather than the Ghanaian water 
consumers. In addition the question of accountability was brought up as N-
CAP argued that the multinational water companies that qualified for the 
contract were distant and not accountable to the citizens of Ghana. The issue 
concerning imbalances of power was raised, since the water companies that 
qualified for the contract would be “large multinationals with budgets several 
times the GDP of Ghana”.205  In addition it was argued, that the profit 
motives of private water corporations were inconsistent with the goal of 
providing affordable water to the urban poor in Ghana, why these groups 
would not benefit from the contract arrangement.   

According to the representative interviewed from the ISODEC, the 
solution of PSP was there from the beginning and the diagnosis has been 
adjusted to fit a predefined solution.206. Conditionalities from the World 
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Bank it was argued, had been propelled the government of Ghana towards 
the PSP option.207 

 
 
Picture 6: Demonstration in Washington DC  

 

                
 

Source: Photogallery Goldman Environmental Prize 
http://goldmanprize.advantagelabs.com/slideshow/user/23/419  
  

The activities of N-CAP had international outreach and triggered the debate 
on urban water privatisation in Ghana both on a national as well as an 
international level.208 The coalition collaborated with an international 
network of NGOs, one of them the US-based Public Citizen which facilitated 
international mobilisation of supporters. In 2004, Rudolf Amenga-Etego, 
one of the front figures in the coalition was awarded the Goldman 
International Prize209 which further contributed to call the international 
community’s attention to the urban water issue in Ghana. Whitfield (2006) 
has argued that the debate generated by the coalition pressured the 
Government to analyze the issue more thoroughly. 210 According to Larbi 
(2005) the campaign and the protests also contributed to delay the plans for 
a PSP contract.211 Eventually, in the beginning of 2003 the Government of 
Ghana and the donors involved agreed to modify the PSP contract from a 
lease into a five year management contract with the option of evolution into 
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a lease. There are different opinions on the main reasons for why there was a 
change from a lease to a management contract. An interviewee claims that 
political opposition within civil society groups in Ghana made the 
restructuring secretariat more careful in what it did.212 World Bank sources 
on the other hand, emphasize that the potential bidders did not find the 
lease arrangement attractive enough and that this was the main reason why 
the contract had to be renegotiated. 213 In December 2004 the Government 
of Ghana through the ministry of Works and Housing invited interested 
firms to submit their bids on the management contract which included 
operation and maintenance of 80 urban water systems located throughout 
the country.214 This was done within the frames of “the urban water project” 
which was co-financed by the World Bank (103 million US$), The Nordic 
Development Fund (5 million US$) and the Government of Ghana (12 
million US$). In July 2004 the World Bank decided to turn the 103 million 
US dollars from a loan into a grant.215 

In November 2005 the bidding process was completed as two public 
utility companies, Vitens International from the Netherlands and Rands 
Water Services Pty from South Africa in a joint venture were contracted to 
run Ghana’s urban water systems for five years under a management 
contract. The special purpose company named Aqua Vitens Rand was to be 
paid a monthly fee by the World Bank grant in an incentives based contract 
where performance would be related to certain performance indicators. One 
of them was to stepwise reduce unaccounted for water with 25% during the 
contract period.216 Under this new arrangement, GWCL, remain the owner of 
the assets and was still responsible for major capital investments and 
extension works whereas it is taking on a more facilitating and regulatory 
role with regard to the water administration. 2800 of the GWCL staff were 
seconded to the new operator, Aqua Vitens Rand Ltd, which is to act on 
behalf of GWCL until the contract period ends in 2011. 

The signing of the contract was an end to a more than ten year long period 
of discussions and preparations of different contract frameworks, launchings 
and drawbacks of new initiatives which were discussed and reformulated 
over again. Thus, the road that led up to the signing procedure was a long 
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and stretched out political process which involved many different actors 
along the way.  

9.3 Summary 
GWSC started to operate in September 1966. After less than three years of 
operation IDA became closely involved in several aspects of the work under 
the terms and conditions stipulated under a credit agreement in 1969. Apart 
from extensions of the water distribution systems in Accra, the IDA project 
also included a first initiative to construct a sewerage system for Accra.  

Quite soon GWSC experienced problems in several aspects of its work. 
Tariffs and revenue collection was a major concern as well as non payment of 
bills and unaccounted for water. Poor record keeping resulted in data 
insecurity. Gradually over centralisation became recognized as a problem to 
the utility. This related both to the concentration of skills and manpower to 
the head office in Accra as well as ministerial control over the setting of rates 
and general operation procedures.  

The Government of Ghana remained committed to high standard 
solutions such as in-house connections and underground water borne 
sewerage. However, the sewerage aspect was never fully developed by the 
corporation. The only system under its responsibility was financed by a 
World Bank credit in 1969, completed in 1973 and was limited to a small part 
of the city centre in Accra. The official goal was to phase out night soil 
collection and other types of human waste disposal and change over to water 
borne sewerage; however this aspect of the corporation’s work was given 
little attention.  

Whereas the official goal for much of the period was a cost recovery 
approach, the Government remained reluctant to raise tariff levels which 
also made GWSC operate at a loss.  This put the utility in severe debt and its 
operations expenditure in the end had to be covered by the government.  

During the period, donors remained committed to strategies of 
decentralisation, tariff increases and more transparency within the sector. 
They also opted for more clearly defined responsibilities. From initially being 
a very centralized organisation, power and responsibilities steadily moved 
out from GWSC in several different directions. Under the Economic 
Recovery Program, subsidies were gradually taken away, water tariffs 
increased and reforms of decentralization of responsibilities within the WSS 
sector were prepared. In line with overall efforts to promote the private 
sector as the engine of growth in the economy, the water sector was also 
prepared for private sector participation. Recognition was growing that 
proper management skills were key to achieving more efficient water 
services in Ghana. Gradually WSS became increasingly understood as a 
governance issue where scarcity was seen as a consequence of 
mismanagement. Over- centralisation and lack of business mindedness, lack 
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of entrepreneurship etc were given as the main reasons for the problems in 
the urban water sector in Ghana.  

During the 1990’s, liberalization and decentralization of responsibilities in 
the water sector gained momentum and efforts were made to invite a private 
company to act in the urban water sector in Ghana. However, a Coalition 
against Privatisation of Water was formed which raised concerns about the 
feasibility of the PSP arrangement and triggered the debate on urban water 
management in Ghana on a national as well as international level. The 
protesters viewed the PSP process as a donor driven process which invited 
international water corporations to make profit out of the water from 
consumers in Ghana. According to the Coalition against Water Privatisation, 
water must remain in Ghanaian hands, run as a publicly owned business and 
be based on local knowledge of the sector.   

The international investment climate as well as public protest in Ghana 
has been held responsible for the conversion of the original lease contract 
into a five year management contract which finally was signed in November 
2005. Sanitation however remained largely neglected in the new 
institutional arrangements for the WSS sector in Ghana.  

In table 8 below, some important events during the period studied in the 
preceding chapter are summarized.  
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Table 8: Important events in the WSS sector in Ghana 1966 – 
2005 
 

1969 The ATMA water supply and sewerage project 
initiated in collaboration with the IDA 

1973 Local district offices and regional offices of GWCL 
created (on paper) 
The first sewerage system in Accra was taken into 
operation  

1982-  
1992 

ERP era – general increase of water tariffs towards 
cost recovery levels  

1987  Water Sector Restructuring Project initiated 
1994 Environmental Protection Agency established 
1996 Water Resources Commission established 
1997 Public Utilities Regulatory Commission established 
1998 Community Water and Sanitation Agency established  
1999  GWCL Ghana Water Company Ltd established 

/bidding process for a lease initiated  
2001  National Coalition Against Privatisation of Water 

formed 
2005 Management Contract signed between GWCL and  

AVRL – Aqua Vitens Rand Ltd 
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10. CHANGING FRAMES IN THE GHANAIAN 
URBAN WSS SECTOR DEVELOPMENT 
 
The first task of this thesis was to document the history of WSS development 
in Ghana with special focus on institutional change and thereby contribute to 
an area of urban history that for long has been absent from development 
policy dialogue. The second task was to investigate the role of frames in this 
development. Based on the descriptive part of the study, this chapter will  
identify and discuss changing frames, analyze their role for the development 
and relate changing frames to international and national contextual factors. 
Based on a somewhat elaborated version of what Snow & Benford (1988) 
suggest, as discussed in chapter 2, changing frames are divided into three 
categories. These are 1) the rationale; i.e. why does the issue deserve a place 
on the agenda? 2) the diagnosis; i.e. what is the underlying problem that 
needs to be remedied 3) the solution; i.e.  through what means shall we solve 
this problem?  

10.1 The rationale: From a health frame to a productivity 
frame 

As discussed in chapter 2, a lack of water and sanitation services in 
densely populated areas is associated with large negative externalities in the 
form of plague and repeated diseases wherefore it easily turns into a “public 
bad”. This insight contributed to spur the first colonial interventions in the 
WSS sector in Ghana. As shown in chapter 7, the first efforts to establish a 
public water supply in Ghana were triggered by a concern for public health 
as well as its related effects on general economic development in a broader 
sense. Even if Professor Simpson did not explicitly mention the importance 
of a reliable water supply for the development of commercial activities, he 
recognized the link between a healthy population and a general strong 
economic development of the country. The first initiatives to develop a water 
infrastructure in the Gold Coast, seems to have been based not only on 
humanitarian needs but also for the fear of epidemics which could hit hard 
on economic development. It was considered important to cater for the 
needs of the European minority who, “by reason of their duty”, had to stay in 
the colony. In addition, in his words “a general advancement” of the country, 
did not afford a further reduction of the population as this was an important 
production factor in the economic development of the colony. Moreover, 
Gordon Guggisberg, although not generally considered a representative of 
development theory of his time, emphasized the role of infrastructure, 
including water and sanitation as important for long term development and 
economic growth for the Gold Coast citizens. This motivated efforts to 
extend infrastructure beyond the Capital city of Accra. The general 
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impression therefore is that it was not solely a humanitarian health frame 
but also a productivity frame which motivated the first colonial initiatives to 
develop networked water infrastructure in Ghana.  

As described in chapter 4, as interventions in the WSS sector were 
primarily backed up by humanitarian arguments, willingness to invest in the 
sector was less pronounced within the international donor community. As 
previously discussed, the framing of water and sanitation as a humanitarian 
health issue in the 1950’s and early 60’s, meant limited World Bank 
intervention in the sector as it was considered a purely “social investment” 
rather than one that contributed to real productivity and economic returns 
for society on a larger scale. The involvement of the World Health 
organisation in Ghanaian WSS sector development in 1960 also reflects that 
the WSS issue primarily was framed as a health issue within the 
international donor community, wherefore the WHO required a prominent 
role in technical assistance. However, the following productivity frame, 
suggesting that WSS infrastructure could have a catalytic effect on economic 
growth, made sector investments more attractive for actors, such as the 
World Bank, who were more engaged in long term economic development. 
The common denominator and conclusion here is that it has been a 
productivity frame, rather than a health frame that has served as a 
motivation to release funds for the investment in large scale and networked 
infrastructure both when Ghana was under British colonial rule and when 
international donors started to engage in the sector.  

A question raised from this observation is also whether the persistent 
rural/urban divide in service access can be partly explained by the fact that 
rural water interventions have been framed as humanitarian interventions 
whereas urban water, as being more commercially viable, has been seen as 
investments in productivity and economic growth?  

10.2 The diagnosis: From a Filling the Gaps frame to a 
Managing Scarcity frame  
As the first water supply systems were developed at the beginning of the 20th 
century in Ghana, the discussions centred around many of the choices that 
had to be made with regard to the building of waterworks and pipes which 
required attention to be paid to technical issues such as  building materials, 
methods of purification and etcetera. The bottlenecks to the development 
were usually either limitations in financial resources, manpower or building 
materials. In this respect, the two world wars held back the development as 
they meant constraints in both the financial, human and material resources 
needed to carry out the physical works. After independence, as the national 
water utility, Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation (GWSC) was formed 
in 1965, there was also, in line with international trends, an initial focus on 
hardware aspects and technical know how.  
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Interestingly enough, when GWSC, was formed, a centralised model for 
WSS management was chosen underpinned by arguments of cost reduction. 
Hence, best practice for management was not considered as a critical issue in 
its own right.  Development efforts were largely focused on trying to raise 
more resources to the sector in order to fill the gaps in terms of manpower, 
equipment, developing new water sources and to expand the physical 
infrastructure.   

Whereas the need to expand the physical infrastructure, definitely still in 
the 2000’s is considered as urgent, a new thinking has gradually gained 
ground where the prime challenge rather is framed as an issue of managing 
existing resources in a more efficient way than before. In this respect a 
thinking which emphasized, “what is missing?” has been replaced by a 
thinking which emphasized, “how can we manage what we have more 
efficiently?” Closely related to this problem area is also the type of skills and 
expert knowledge that is prioritised within the sector. As discussed in 
chapter 4, a shift in focus from engineering know how to managerial skills 
could be observed within the international donor community during the 
post- Second World War era. This shift in priorities has also been described 
in terms of a corresponding policy reorientation from a focus on “hardware 
skills” and “water development” into “software skills” and “water 
allocation”.1 Similarly, whereas the initial WHO report from 1961 stress 
expansion of both material resources and manpower, the Halcrow report 
from 1995, is based on the assumption that new management skills, a new 
business culture and “entrepreneurship” have to be brought into the sector. 
Here a shift from a focus on the hardware aspects of development to 
software knowledge which corresponds to the shift from a “filling the gaps 
frame” to a “managing scarcity” frame, can be observed.  

10.3 The solution: From a state centred development frame 
towards unbundling, decentralisation and private sector 
participation 
The centralized and “in-house” management model for water supply and 
sewerage services that was chosen in Ghana in the 1960’s was in every way a 
product of it’s time. Ostrom et al (1993) have argued that a colonial legacy in 
terms of highly centralized national governments often remained with the 
newly independent nations.2 In addition, and probably more important, was 
that contemporary development theory, which suggested that development 
be organised from above and through the central state machinery, was 
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principally unchallenged.3 Within the Nkrumah regime, essentially socialist 
in orientation and not without authoritarian tendencies, much power was 
centralized within the ruling party and to Nkrumah as a person. 
Symptomatically, in the Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation it was the 
president himself who had the final say on the operations of the utility. 
Nkrumah and his followers also framed the challenge of bringing piped 
water and underground sewerage into the cities as part of the modernisation 
and nation building project. From this followed that a solution, whereby 
foreign private actors would get control over distribution of such a strategic 
service as water delivery, was not perceived as a policy option at the time.  

Needless to say, an increased focus on software matters such as 
management, institutions and governance issues, as opposed to a focus on 
hardware knowledge and engineering skills, must not automatically lead to 
decentralised management models or an increased focus on privatisation as 
a possible solution. However, in Ghana this was the case.  Inherent in the 
mismanagement diagnosis was also the assumption that decentralisation, 
unbundling and PSP was the way to go. The involvement of the International 
Development Association (IDA) and the implementation of the Economic 
Recovery Program (1982-1992) contributed to prepare the ground for this 
new framing of the WSS issue which suggested that operational 
responsibilities gradually moved out from the central state to other actors in 
several different directions. However what is not captured by a review of 
official policy documents here is the possible and less outspoken motive that 
bringing a third party in, which had a contract with defined and detailed 
responsibilities could free the operator from “out of contract” government 
interference. An external party would be less dependent on local power 
hierarchies and thereby could also act more freely in relation to local patron-
client relationships.4 As Government interference in the operations of the 
state utility repeatedly has been pointed to as a problem it seems likely that 
the PSP contract in this way also could be partly motivated by an effort to 
break with past patterns of political interference and thus to strengthen 
enforcement of formal rules and regulations.    

In line with international policy recommendations, a couple of new 
agencies with more clearly defined responsibilities were established during 
the 1990’s. Rather than having all tasks concentrated under one centralized 
authority, the responsibilities of GWSC were gradually downsized and hived 
off to other institutions and agencies with beginning in the mid 1990’s. This 
was also a way to prepare the sector for private sector involvement. In this 

                                                             
3 Ostrom, Schroender, Wynne (1993), p. 7.  
4 This possible explanation is put forward by a central stakeholder in the process PUWU, Public Utilities  
Workers Union, also a member of the Advisory Committee and Contract Team in the PSP process,  January 
17th, 2007 
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way, inherent in the mismanagement diagnosis was also the premise that the 
reasons for public sector underperformance could be met and remedied by 
the incentives put in place by private sector participation. However, going 
from a lease to a management contract, mirrored a shift in thinking about 
possible potentials, risks and gains from private sector involvement among 
investors, governments and donor agencies. As shown in this study, since 
discussions on PSP within the Ghanaian water sector first were initiated in 
the early 1990’s until the final management contract was signed, the idea of 
PSP itself also changed quite radically along the way. The lease contract was 
partly addressed as a solution to the investment crises within WSS. After the 
renegotiation of the contract in 2003 the idea was that the PSP arrangement 
primarily would contribute with entrepreneurial and managerial skills 
whereas investment would come from the World Bank grant. The 
renegotiation of the lease into a less risky management contract was 
probably a response to the requests made by the potential bidders but public 
opinion and debate within as well as outside Ghana was also important since 
it constituted a “political risk” to potential investors and also made the 
restructuring secretariat more careful in what it did.  

To sum up, the initiative to introduce PSP in the urban water supply and 
sanitation sector can be best understood when viewed in the light of 
international trends towards more market based models for poverty 
reduction in the 1980’s and 1990’s.  A state centred development frame 
previously prevented decision makers and policy planners from viewing PSP 
as viable option. However Structural Adjustment during the 1980’s as well as 
the 1990’s wave of privatisation pushed the frontier for what was considered 
as possible and recommendable. PSP was the development strategy then in 
vogue. This point to the role of frames in determining the perceived 
availability of policy options to decision makers and policy planners.  
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11. THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST – frame 
continuity and remaining policy problems 
Many of the problems described by the actors in the historical review of 
Ghana’s WSS sector development show a striking continuity over time. As an 
example, urban planning and the related difficulties to cope with the 
challenge of rapid urbanisation remains a constant concern. This section will 
highlight persistent policy problems as well as permanence in frames which 
have continued to affect the way the urban WSS problem in Ghana is 
understood and tackled by different stakeholder groups. The issues 
discussed include a persistent frame of water as independence and national 
integrity, a constant concern for the question of pricing of water, a 
permanent neglect of the issue of sanitation and a legacy of a colonial frame 
which tends to continue normalising inequality in service access and 
consumption.  

11.1. “For our good or our goods?”- Water as independence 
and national integrity 
As phrased by Swungedouw (2004) “controlling the flow of water means 
controlling the city”.5 The struggle for control over and access to urban 
water, in its very essence is a struggle over power. This has been reflected in 
the case of Ghana’s WSS history. As has been shown in this thesis, the issue 
of who should manage urban water and for what reason has always been and 
remains a highly political and controversial issue. On several occasions in the 
WSS history of Ghana, it becomes clear that getting access to and gaining 
control over the water distribution system is part of the wider question of 
achieving independence and safeguarding national integrity. This is 
manifested in the debates surrounding the introduction of a general water 
rate in Accra in 1934. The debate here was not solely about the water rate 
itself but reflected a discontent with the fact that the foreign colonial power 
was making money through the control of the towns urban water assets at 
the cost of the ratepayers in Accra. The introduction of a general water rate 
in its very essence was perceived as another manifestation of colonial greed. 
From this followed that getting control over the urban water systems 
including both the assets and the administrative power was understood as a 
step towards more self-governance and the broader goal of political 
independence from the colonial power. Moreover, the parliamentary debates 
analyzed in chapter 8, unravel a framing of the urban water challenge as a 
question of independence and national integrity: Ghanaian entrepreneurs 
have to be prioritized in biddings, foreign experts are to be kept an eye on, 

                                                             
5 Swyngedouw (2004), p 2. 
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the colonial masters have constructed infrastructure to serve their own 
needs, so the argument goes to give only a few examples. The motives of the 
foreign presence are described as “for our goods rather than for our good” a 
perception which very well describe the message of the National Coalition 
against the Privatisation of water today. As this thesis has shown, the 
discussion of national versus foreign capacity and control over the 
management of urban water in Ghana continues to generate debates in 
present day Ghana. The question of governance, ownership and control over 
the water assets and services was addressed by the petitioners in 1938 as well 
as by the campaigners of the National Coalition against Privatisation of 
Water in Accra today. The petitioners asked that the responsibility of the 
water operations be decentralised to the city council for local management 
instead of being centrally managed by the colonial government. The colonial 
administration however did not trust the City Council in its ability to manage 
the Accra water works. The campaigners against privatisation of water in the 
2000’s, wanted to keep the management and operation of urban water 
services in Ghanaian hands. They argue that the management skills needed 
can and should be found within Ghana and does not have to be imported 
from abroad. On the other hand the proponents of privatisation of urban 
water services in Ghana are concerned about the local capacity to manage 
the sector and therefore want to bring in an international private company.  
In this respect the historical discussion of local versus foreign capacity and 
control are echoed in contemporary debates on WSS management in Ghana.  

The debate surrounding the PSP process in urban water in Ghana, can be 
best understood if put in the light of Ghana’s historical experience first as a 
colony, later as an experiment case in applied development economics6 and a 
World Bank “model of adjustment”. To certain segments of the Ghanaian 
population the PSP process in urban water supply, is another manifestation 
of the globalisation of capitalism and is described as a “commodification” of 
public goods. From this perspective, letting foreign private actors in on the 
WSS scene is framed as a corporate take over and a way of trading away and 
losing control over basic welfare services. In this discursive setting, the new 
colonial masters are the donor agencies and the multinational water 
corporations. While observing the WSS history of Ghana with this conflict 
dimension in mind, historical and contemporary debates show striking 
similarities.   

As pointed out here, the study of Ghana’s urban water history mirrors a 
struggle to achieve independence from foreign control and political power. 
However, to position one Ghanaian agenda as opposed to one foreign agenda 
is an oversimplification. The point is rather that some segments of the 

                                                             
6 Killick (1978)  
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Ghanaian population have framed the WSS issue as part of the national 
project which is mirrored in the framing of water as independence and 
national integrity.   

As Whitfield (2006) has pointed out, the focus on donors as the main 
target of criticism in the campaign against privatisation of water in the 
2000’s, tended to draw attention away from in-transparency and 
unaccountable practices in the top management of Ghana Water Company.7 
This, she argues is remarkable since mismanagement and unaccountability  
within the existing Ghana water Company was pointed out by citizen groups 
as one cause for public sector underperformance. However, later on in the 
process the N-CAP pursued this criticism less forcefully and instead 
concentrated on the threat from foreign take over and control.8 This could 
probably be partly explained by the influence of the historically generated 
“independence frame” which tends to focus blame on external foreign and 
colonial powers as opposed to the victimhood of national governments. 
However, whereas the fear of foreign takeover certainly is justified given the 
history of the country, the N-CAP probably lost some credibility by not 
focussing more attention on internal problems such as political interference 
and deficiencies of the management of GWCL as part of their agenda.  

11.2 Paying for water: The issue of finance and pricing  
Contemporary political debates on WSS sometimes tend to assume that 
important policy issues such as ownership, control and financing of WSS 
systems have emerged as critical matters in the “age of commodity”. The 
neoliberal wave that swept the world during the 1990’s is pointed to as the 
main trigger behind what is perceived as essentially new policy discussions.  
It is the argument of this study that due to the lack of historical perspectives 
contemporary discussions on water management sometimes tend to 
romanticise the pre-neoliberal era as a period where the concept of water as 
a “social good” remained untouched. 

As described in chapter 3, the nature of WSS services as being mixed 
goods with high externalities in terms of public health benefits, can explain 
why the question of pricing appear and remain a critical and complex policy 
dilemma in WSS debates. An example is the related discussion of whether to 
charge cost recovery prices or if water should be subsidised. As noted in 
chapter three it is highly desirable to have cheap prices on water in order to 
make it affordable to the poor. On the other hand, due to the multi-purpose 
nature of water, subsidised water means that the better-off might continue to 
consume large quantities even after their basic needs have been satisfied by 

                                                             
7 Whitfield (2006), p. 443.  
8 Whitfiled (2006), p. 443.  
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the first precious litres. Moreover, as noted earlier, consumption of water 
inevitably is rivalrous; i.e. the consumption by one individual affects the 
amount available for consumption by another individual. However, when 
distributed through a pipe bound network with in house connections, water 
can (given that the club size is controlled) be classified as a club good which 
excludes those who do not afford the membership fee (here meaning the 
connection cost) or live in less well planned area with no infrastructure. 
Against this background, a policy problem emanating from the networked 
and pipe bound water delivery system is for example, if all those who have 
little or no chance of being allowed into the club should subsidize, (through 
general taxes) the consumption of those probably more well off who are 
already connected? Another position that has to be taken is of course 
whether those who are connected should be convinced to accept 
considerable price increases to cover the cost of extending the infrastructure 
to uncovered areas. These and other related issues have contributed to make 
pricing of water a constant concern to sector professionals and politicians 
throughout the study period. The issue of pricing was actualized as a public 
water supply had been constructed in Accra and plans were made to develop 
water infrastructure in other urban centres outside the capital city. The 
attempts to levy a water rate that was linked to property value triggered 
protests in the colonial capital city. The bottom-line in the discussion was the 
question whether urban water services should be financed out of central 
revenue or through local government rates.  In the debate, concerning the 
introduction of a general water rate in 1934 as well as in the debates 
surrounding the PSP project beginning of 2000, the argument that water is a 
social good which is indispensable for the health and wellbeing of the 
community was put forward. In both debates it is also assumed that it is a 
morally doubtful business to make money out of water. In both instances, 
citizens get together to protest against what is perceived as unjust 
commercialisation of water. In the latter case a campaign was launched 
against the privatisation of water, whereas following the introduction of a 
general water rate in 1934, as we have seen, a petition was addressed to the 
King of the United Kingdom to protest against the new water law. This can 
be viewed as an indication of a continuous strong and active civil society in 
Ghana. The bottom-line in the discussion is unchanged and the same 
questions are addressed.  

The colonial government on their part framed the introduction of a water 
rate in 1934 as an issue of justice. They argued that providing free water to 
one city financed out of central funds inevitably meant that even those who 
did not benefit from the water supply would have to contribute to finance the 
water consumption of other people through general taxes. This demonstrates 
that economic regulation as a means to improve and extend WSS services 
has always been and remains a critical issue. Consequently, the alleged 
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novelty of recent policy discussions sometimes is exaggerated. Whereas it 
definitely stands clear that the 1990’s wave of privatisation meant that 
international private sector companies took on new responsibilities on a 
much larger scale as they engaged within public water sectors in low income 
countries, it is an oversimplification to claim that the debates on power-
relations, access, pricing and financing of water are new.  

Inevitably, inherent in the debate on pricing is also the issue of trust. 
General willingness to accept price increases or extra taxes is probably 
closely related to perceptions about the credibility of the water provider. This 
corresponds to the views of how well state institutions respond to the needs 
of the citizens or put in market terms how the supplier performs in relation 
to the customer. If citizens/consumers trusted more in the provider the issue 
of pricing would probably not have been as controversial.  

11.3 The non-issue of inequality - a lasting impact of a 
colonial frame?  
At the time of Professor Simpson’s visit to Accra, the colonial efforts to 
establish and construct a WSS system were framed as “another step in the 
enlightened policy of the British…” to improve living condition for the 
colonized people. Somehow, it was considered as part of “the white mans 
burden” to lift the urban Gold Coast citizens out of their primitive state of 
sanitary misery and provide a decent western style WSS system for “the 
natives”. As shown in chapter 7, colonial power structures and the ideas of 
the supremacy of the white man over the local population, were also visibly 
manifested in access and consumption of water. A pattern of inequality 
which followed lines of segregation, defined by class and race was 
established.  

What the colonial mind-set did was that it tended to normalise inequality 
in service access and consumption. To some extent, this acceptance of 
inequalities seems to have survived political independence. While official 
policy documents frequently label themselves as pro-poor, striking 
inequalities in service access and consumption remains to be highly visible in 
contemporary Accra. However, the question of inequality is rarely 
problematised as an issue in its own right in official policy documents. 
Certainly, a complex web of factors including the economic characteristics of 
WSS services need to be recognized in order to understand the barriers and 
constraints that are built into the present provisioning systems. As an 
example, Nilsson and Kaiser (2009) point to existing disincentives for 
extending large scale systems to peri-urban areas.9 In addition, I argue that 
frames can contribute to explain why in the urban context some have so 

                                                             
9 Nilsson & Kaiser (2009), pp. 265-266.  
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much whereas others have so little. A question raised here is whether an 
unfair distribution of WSS services can be seen as partly authorized by a 
legacy of a colonial frame which sees inequality in service access and 
consumption as problematic but to some extent normal? The future will 
show what potential the discussion on water as a human right will have to 
feed into this discussion. In addition, if pro-poor strategies are to be taken 
seriously, it is essential that researchers and policy makers scrutinize and 
highlight those mechanisms that continue to allocate water to those with 
most power and economic resources in contemporary Ghana.   

11.4 Sewerage and sanitation: Nobody’s business? 
As shown in this thesis, development of sewerage has remained a low 
priority issue which has always lagged behind water. Even if the necessity of 
city wide underground sewer systems for Accra was discussed on several 
different occasions during colonial times in Ghana, there is no evidence that 
money for such a project was raised until 1969 when the IDA funds were 
released for the Accra/Tema water and sewerage project. However, due to 
the public good character of sanitation services, little economic incentives 
existed for consumers to connect to the system. 

Whereas low cost technical solutions for sanitation have been the 
responsibility of local authorities, central sewerage has formally, for most of 
the study period been under the responsibility of the national utility. The 
development optimism of the immediate post independence era is mirrored 
in the high official standards promoting universal underground sewerage in 
urban areas. However this aspect of GWSC responsibilities was never fully 
developed. In the mean time, the pan latrine system, continuously deemed as 
inappropriate and unhygienic by official authorities, persisted in the absence 
of other affordable solutions. In the 1999, the environmental sanitation 
policy citywide sewerage systems were less vigorously promoted  due to the 
high cost of such systems.  

Even when sanitation and sewerage has been discussed as part of official 
policy, the practical responsibility for carrying out the work has been under 
prioritised. As discussed in chapter 8, the initial argument for a common 
water and sewerage authority was that the sectors are inherently interlinked 
and that they therefore required joint planning. In the environmental 
sanitation policy from 1999, however, the official motivation for 
decentralisation of sewerage is specialisation; hence as discussed earlier, 
local authorities through their waste management departments were 
expected to handle the sewerage aspect better than the central water utility. 
Specialisation however does not appear as a credible motive behind the 
reform since both human and financial resources are weaker at the local 
level. There are strong reasons to believe that these aspects were hived off 
from GWSC, not merely for reasons of specialisation or to allow 
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decentralised decision-making and community involvement, but also as a 
way to get rid of “the unwanted” and to make the water sector attractive for 
private participation. 

No platform for joint planning of the sectors was formed. As a 
consequence an integrated and coordinated planning of the WSS sector is 
currently not taking place in Ghana. This is a clear side step from 
international policy recommendations which promotes integrated 
approaches to the planning of water and sanitation as inherently interlinked 
sectors.  

The general set back in development of sanitation in broader terms can 
probably partly be related to the dilemmas associated with the public good 
nature of sanitation which makes it an essentially un-commercial task. 
Willingness to pay for sanitation is low.  

Another contributing factor, as discussed in chapter 4, has also been the 
insufficient attention paid to the issue of sanitation among governments and 
donor agencies internationally. Sanitation has been avoided among national 
and international policy and decision makers to the extent that Black & 
Fawcett (2008) has termed sanitation “the last taboo” and the 
“unmentionable”.10 As shown in chapter 6, it was only in 2002 that the 
importance of sanitation was sufficiently recognized to be included in the 
millennium development goals.  

A question raised from this conclusion is whether the overall “productivity 
frame” as opposed to “the health frame” as a rationale for action, in some 
sense also rubbed off on the diagnosis and solutions? In other words: Did it 
possibly effect the framing of the water and sanitation challenge to the extent 
that it actually made decision makers focus more attention on the economic 
gains that can be made from supplying water to the population, at the cost of 
taking the disastrous public health affects that can follow from a lack of 
wastewater runoff into account?  
 

 
 

 
 

                                                             
10 Black & Fawcett(2008)  
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12. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION AND 
OUTLOOK 

12.1 Creating space for frame reflection 
Coming back to where we started: Frames help actors to make sense of 
complex policy situations and they bias for action. When an actor frames an 
issue she/he focuses attention on some information at the expense of other 
parts of the story. Sector professionals, expert advisors and related 
stakeholders interviewed for this study, many times have had clear 
understandings of what the problems within the sector are. Many times they 
present the solutions to the problems as quite “self- evident”,”natural” or 
“given”. In addition they frequently blame their antagonists for pursuing 
purely emotional or non-rational solutions as opposed to their own value 
neutral, fact based and non biased approaches.  

This study has made an attempt to problematise policy rationality by 
unravelling the assumptions that has been embedded in different 
development strategies and to demonstrate how they changed over time. The 
study has also showed on the role of frames for limiting the perceived space 
for policy alternatives available to decision makers at a given point in time.  

Schön & Rein (1994) stress the ability of actors to actually step back and 
reflect upon the frames that seemingly steer their thinking and action. 
However, when one is involved in an event, this requires a conscious effort of 
“frame reflection”.11  Frame reflection offers the opportunity to break away 
from old ways of thinking or to avoid getting captivated by development 
policies “in vogue”. Therefore, to constantly strive towards a frame reflective 
policy dialogue can also help decision makers to make well informed 
decisions for the future.  

2.2 The Gap between policy and reality  
Looking at the sector from a policy perspective offers the opportunity to 
discern what happened at a formal level and to capture the thinking and 
acting among those strata of the population that were involved in formal 
policy making. The aim of this study has justified such a scope. What one 
misses out on by approaching the problem from such an elite perspective 
though, is all that actually happened in a policy vacuum. As Whitfield (2006) 
has pointed out, the influential role of donors in WSS development in Ghana 
has tended to “externalise the policy making process”.12 At the same time, a 
gap between official policy making and implemented reality has evolved. 

                                                             
11 Schön & Rein (1994)  
12 Whitfield (2006)  
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This refers to informal rules of the game as well as all the innovative 
solutions that appeared to fill the gaps and meet the demands that were 
unmet by the formal public sector. Such an example is the development of 
small and scattered sewerage systems for limited city areas in Accra 
(universities, hospitals, hotels etcetera) that develop services without any 
guidance of official policy. Similarly, Nilsson & Nyangeri (2008) observes 
that for the case of Kenya’s WSS sector development, official policy has been 
less important as implementation of official policy has been weak.13 From 
what has been found in this study, gaps in the implementation of policy have 
also been common throughout the Ghanaian WSS history. The proposed 
policies and laws were not necessarily fully implemented which of course is 
important to consider when evaluating previous development efforts in the 
sector. As a representative of the sanitation directorate in Accra puts it: 
“There is nothing wrong with the laws, the problem is with enforcement!14 
The problem of implementation is a sub-field of investigation in its own right 
and leads us further into the inquiry of motives and motivations, personal 
versus collective incentives and frames among “street level bureaucrats” who 
Lipsky (1980) claims to be the “the real policy makers”15.  
 
 

 

                                                             
13 Nilsson & Nyangeri ( 2008)  
14 Sanitation directorate Accra, February 13th 2007 
15 See Lipsky (1980) referenced  in  Winter (2003) , p. 214.  
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SUMMARY  

This thesis follows and analyzes the history of urban water supply and 
sanitation in Ghana with special focus on institutional arrangements for the 
networked, large scale and centrally managed provisioning model. The study 
starts out in 1909, just a few years before the inauguration of the first pipe 
borne water supply system in Ghana and analyses the development until 
2005 when a contract was signed with a Dutch-South African joint venture 
to operate and maintain Ghana’s urban water systems for a five year period. 
In focus for the study is the role played by frames for the development of 
institutional arrangements in the sector. Frames in the study are defined as 
taken for granted and assumptional structures that influence and limit the 
perceived space for policy options to decision makers at a given point in 
time. The international and national historical context is further highlighted 
in order to better understand development efforts and policy redirections in 
the sector.  

As for the international context, the thesis gives a review of international 
donor policies with regard to WSS as they were reflected in conference 
proceedings, sector policies and evaluation reports from the UN and the 
Word Bank. The problems with poor WSS services in low income countries 
were increasingly recognized by donors as urbanisation increased during the 
1970’s. The public health rationale for sector assistance was emphasized 
during the early phase of donor assistance which is also mirrored in the 
prominent role played by the World Health Organisation during the 1950’s 
and the 1960’s. Gradually, as WSS was increasingly framed as an issue of 
importance for productivity and economic growth, the World Bank engaged 
in the sector on a larger scale. Early development assistance to the WSS 
sector also tended to emphasize hardware solutions, i.e. investments and 
expansions in capital intensive infrastructure, the laying of pipes and the 
drilling of boreholes, and as a consequence engineering skills were placed at 
the forefront. During the study period a shift in emphasis has been observed 
towards approaches where institutional and policy development has gained 
increased attention as well as concerns for management as important to 
sector development. For long, focus in the sector was biased towards water 
supply whereas sanitation aspects considerably lagged behind. Gradually the 
need for integrated approaches to urban water systems where new and used 
water were seen as part of the same system gained ground. The set back of 
resources to sanitation projects were mentioned at an earlier stage but it was 
not until the Johannesburg Earth Summit in 2002 that it was put on top of 
the agenda and its’ importance was confirmed and backed up by a 
millennium target.  
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At the beginning of the 1990’s a consensus seemed to appear that the private 
sector could address the deficiencies in water and sanitation sectors in the 
low income countries. It was explicitly declared that the government had to 
adopt a new role in WSS management, i.e. from that of being a provider to 
concentrate on its role as a regulator/facilitator. The Dublin Declaration of 
1992 was also important, as it officially stated water as an economic good. 
From a focus on expansion and the investment in development a shift 
towards managing scarce resources can be observed.    

The first initiatives to establish a pipe bound water supply system in 
Ghana took place in the colonial context. Concerns for public health and fear 
of epidemics which could affect productivity and national economic 
development, spurred the colonial government to establish a water supply 
for Accra. Planning and development of water supply systems to other urban 
centres beyond the capital city gained momentum after the First World War. 
This also actualised the issue of water tariffs as a means for financing the 
cost of construction and production of the WSS infrastructure. The 
introduction of a general water rate to cover the cost of public standpipes 
was met with public protest in Accra. The protesters argued that it was the 
duty of the colonial government to provide; i.e. finance this essential service 
for the urban population. A citywide underground sewerage system for Accra 
was considered but there is no evidence that it was realized during the 
colonial era. Arguments were usually that the materials or the funding was 
not available.  

The immediate post independence political discourse on WSS is very 
much coloured by the newly won independence and by issues of 
Africanisation. Much emphasis was put on the importance of educating 
Ghanaian engineers and filling the posts in the water administration with 
Ghanaian staff. Getting piped water into the cities was framed as part of a 
modernisation project and a further step away from colonial oppression. On 
a more general level it was argued that money must rather be spent on basic 
infrastructure investments such as water and sanitation, than on large 
monuments like the independence square or the conference hall in Accra. 
Criticism was expressed towards an urban bias in water investments. Rural 
areas, it was argued, had been neglected in previous development plans. 
Problems of corruption and inefficiency were also discussed in parliament. 
In addition the question of pricing and billing was considered a critical issue 
to sector development. Reports from the utility reveal that there was a lack of 
educated staff to fill the positions within the Hydrological Division of the 
Public Works Department. There was also a general lack of material 
resources such as equipment and chemicals for operation. With regard to the 
broader economic context, it is argued that the budget year had to be 
changed in order to take the outfall of the cocoa crop into consideration 
before any new decisions about investments in public infrastructure could be 
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decided upon. If the harvest failed, planned infrastructure projects might 
have to be repealed and so long term planning for the sector was difficult. 
This underlines the vulnerability of an economy which is dependent on one 
major export crop such as cocoa and points to the importance of taking 
contextual factors into account when evaluating the work that is being done 
by the utility.  

Soon after independence Ghana was offered assistance to develop its 
water sector both by capital interests such as the Rockefeller foundation as 
well as international agencies such as the WHO. On the recommendations of 
the WHO, Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation was founded in 1965 as a 
centralised organisation, commissioned with the task to provide potable 
water and sewerage services to the citizens of Ghana. GWSC was established 
as a centralized authority with heavy influence from the governmental 
administration. During this time period, the water and sanitation problem 
was primarily looked upon as an issue of investment and expansion, both in 
terms of capital and manpower in order to increase coverage throughout the 
country.  

GWSC started to operate in September 1966. After less than three years of 
operation IDA became closely involved in the sector under the terms and 
conditions stipulated under a credit agreement in 1969. Apart from 
extensions of the water distribution systems in Accra, the IDA project also 
included a first initiative to construct a sewerage system for Accra.  

Quite soon GWSC experienced problems in several aspects of its work. 
Tariffs and revenue collection were major concerns as well as non-payment 
of bills and unaccounted for water. Poor record keeping alos resulted in data 
insecurity. Gradually over centralisation became recognized as a problem to 
the utility; this related both to the concentration of skills and manpower to 
the head office in Accra as well as ministerial control over the setting of rates 
and general operation procedures.  

The Government of Ghana remained committed to high standard 
solutions such as in house connections and underground water borne 
sewerage. However, the sewerage aspect was never fully developed by the 
corporation. The only system under its responsibility was financed by a 
World Bank credit in 1969, completed in 1973 and was limited to a small part 
of the city centre in Accra. The official goal was to phase out night soil 
collection and other types of human waste disposal and instead develop 
water borne sewerage systems for the urban areas; however this aspect of the 
corporation’s work was given little attention.  

Whereas the official tariff policy was based on cost recovery approach, the 
Government remained reluctant to approve tariff increases which made the 
utility operate at loss. This put GWSC in severe debt and its operation 
expenditures had to be covered by the Government.  
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During the period, donors remained committed to strategies of 
decentralisation, tariff increases and more transparency within the sector. 
They also opted for more clearly defined responsibilities. From initially being 
a very centralized organisation, power and responsibilities steadily moved 
out from GWSC in several different directions. Under the Economic 
Recovery Program, water tariffs increased and reforms of decentralization of 
responsibilities within the WSS sector were prepared. In line with overall 
efforts to promote the private sector as the engine of growth in the economy, 
the water sector was also prepared for private sector participation. 
Recognition was growing that proper management skills were key to 
achieving more efficient water services in Ghana. Gradually WSS became 
increasingly understood as a management issue where scarcity was seen as a 
consequence of mismanagement. Over centralisation and lack of business 
mindedness, lack of entrepreneurship etc were given as the main reasons for 
the problems in the urban water sector.  

During the 1990’s and the early 2000’s, reforms of liberalization and 
decentralization of responsibilities in the water sector gained momentum 
and efforts were made to invite a private company to act in the urban water 
sector in Ghana. However a Coalition against Privatisation of Water was 
formed which raised concerns about the feasibility of the PSP arrangement 
and triggered the debate on urban water management in Ghana on a 
national as well as international level. The protesters viewed the PSP process 
as a donor driven process which invited international water corporations to 
make profit out of the water consumers in Ghana. According to the Coalition 
against Water Privatisation, water must remain in Ghanaian hands, be run 
as a publicly owned business and be based on local knowledge of the sector.   

The international investment climate as well as public protest in Ghana 
has been held responsible for the conversion of the original lease contract 
into a five year management contract which finally was signed in November 
2005. Sanitation however remained largely neglected in the new 
institutional arrangements for the WSS sector in Ghana.  

The thesis demonstrates that it has been a productivity frame rather than 
a pure humanitarian health frame that has motivated and triggered 
investments in the sector both when Ghana was under colonial rule as well 
as when the international donor community started to engage in the sector.  
Focus in development efforts have also shifted from an initial concentration 
on filling the gaps in terms of manpower, physical infrastructure and 
financial resources towards an increased focus on managing scarcity and 
allocating existing resources in a more efficient way. A trend from a state 
centred in-house provisioning model in the 1960’s was also abandoned in 
favour of an approach which meant unbundling of the sector, 
decentralisation of responsibilities and private sector participation. Strong 
elements of continuity can also be found in frames and policy problems that 
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affect the way stakeholders understand and tackle sector challenges. A 
strong continuity in the framing of water as independence and national 
integrity has been identified. Due to the very special nature of networked 
WSS services as being mixed goods with strong externalities in terms of 
public health benefits, the issue of pricing has remained a constant concern 
throughout the study period. Hence, the debate cannot be categorized as a 
novel issue that solely emanates from neo-liberal political trends during the 
1980’s and 1990’s. The thesis also argues that a legacy of a colonial frame 
tends to continue normalising inequality in access and consumption of 
water. Continuity can also be found in a neglect of the question of sanitation 
and sewerage which persistently lags behind the development of water 
distribution. The dissertation concludes that the perceived space for policy 
alternatives in Ghanaian WSS sector development has been largely 
constrained by the historical context and contemporary development theory. 
Therefore, to constantly strive towards a frame reflective policy dialogue is 
strongly encouraged as a way for policy planners and decision makers to 
make well informed decisions for the future.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
Table A 1: Division of responsibilities under different PSP 
arrangements 

 
 Service 

contract 

Management 

contract 

Lease 

 

Concession BOT- type Divestiture 

Asset 

ownership 

Public Public Public Public Private/ 

public 

Private 

Capital 

investment 

Public Public Public Private Private Private 

Commercial 

risk 

Public Public Shared Private Private Private 

Operations/ 

maintenance 

Private/ 

public 

Private Private Private Private Private 

Contract 

Duration 

1-2 years 3-5 years 8-15 

years 

25-30 years 20-30 

years 

Indefiinite 

Source:  Extracted from Budds & Mc Grahanan (2003), p. 89. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 134 
 

 

APPENDIX B 

 
 
Diagram B 1: Private Investments in Infrastructure, 1990 – 2001 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Diagram C 1: Development Assistance to WSS, all recipients as 

percentage of total development assistance  
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