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Systematic Data and Information/Reporting Systems

1. Many of the challenges in the WSS sector are directly linked to the lack of systematic data and the
deficient information/reporting systems. When socio-economic, water infrastructure and
performance data are not available, the decision makers cannot analyse the situation, set clear
and realistic targets and resource allocation priorities. Also, appropriate measures to use the
comparative advantages of different stakeholders including the small-scale providers (SSP)
cannot be taken. Therefore, actions and decisions are often not firmly grounded, unsuitable and
lack the desired intended impact on the ground.

Sector information and reporting systems need to include better data on the settlements of the
poor and on SSPs in order to make sector needs and performance transparent and policy
implementation beneficial to the entire population.

2. The inclusion of data on the settlements of the poor has the potential to bring the actual situation to
the attention of policy and decision makers. It will make them aware of the urgency to find
adequate and coherent solutions for the specific WSS problems of the poor. Existing information
systems are generally limited to data of areas covered by the utility network. Leaving poor urban
settlements out of the data collection, just because no services are provided, gives a distorted
picture on coverage in the urban areas.

3. The impact of policies and strategies could be enhanced if decision makers could make use of
reliable information reflecting more realistically the situation and trends on the ground. The
existing information systems therefore have to be expanded with data of the underserved areas
and the settlements of the poor. This is a pre-requisite to implement pro-poor WSS service
provision effectively on the right scale and to make these targeted interventions sustainable.

Information can only be regarded reliable if it is based on detailed and precise definitions
acceptable to sector specialists and key stakeholders.

4. A closer look at the way information is collected reveals that inappropriate and confusing definitions
are often the cause of misleading reports. Large and overcrowded areas in the proximity of towns
are frequently classified as rural. Equally, coverage of water in urban (or urban-like) settlements is
often simply measured by access to piped water regardless of what people actually have to
endure to obtain their water: consumers might be forced to enter premises illegally, depend on the
arbitrariness of their neighbours, obtain water of questionable quality or from installations, which
are not sustainable etc. Measuring progress towards targets can only be achieved through better
definitions that reflect the situation on the ground and fulfil the notion of sustainable access
outlined by the MDGs.



5. Improving and agreeing on definitions is generally not an easy task. Statistical offices holding a
“monopoly” on “official data” do often not communicate with relevant sector institutions or do not
receive the necessary professional input from their line ministries. Therefore, official data also
widely used by international institutions to monitor MDGs, does not, in many cases, reflect the
situation on the ground.

Reliable documentation of progress needs solid reference points. The quality of sector objectives
and the successful monitoring of progress in turn depend on the quality of the base line data.

6. Fixing objectives based on reference years for which sufficient base line data is not available is
inappropriate. Establishing monitoring systems to measure progress towards these objectives
without reliable base line data could be misleading. Therefore, reliable monitoring needs reliable
solid base lines with well-defined data especially for the settlements of the poor. A clearer picture
of the situation on the ground allows for increasingly ambitious target setting and better results.

Choosing the right indicators, which cover all key parameters and are easy to calculate, is crucial
to make monitoring and reporting function.

7. A crucial step to capture all key parameters, to facilitate calculation and to provide standards, is the
selection of indicators for monitoring and performance. Indicators, which are difficult to measure
and almost impossible to calculate, such as a walking distance or waiting time at water outlets,
should not be used for monitoring. Equally, an indicator for walking distance can be appropriate in
a crowded area but makes installations economically unviable and unsustainable in a less
densely populated area. The right indicators chosen with scrutiny can greatly benefit access.

Reliable information is crucial to enhance transparency, accountability and ultimately internal and
external resource mobilisation to the sector.

8. Provision of funds increasingly depends on the capacity of institutions to convincingly document
their use and impact, particularly on the poor. Politicians, donors and the public have a need and
the right to receive reliable data and a comprehensive country-wide picture. Therefore, reporting
must be seen as a contribution to transparency, accountability, and performance enhancement
and to increase value for money and must be based on solid and sustainable information
systems. Sector reforms offer an opportunity to improve such systems and anchor them for
sustainability and professional management into institutions.

Sector reforms need to improve information and monitoring systems and the reporting to
decision makers and the public to achieve their objectives.

9. Sector reforms can only be successful if information and reporting is able to show to politicians and
the public that progress is made towards the objectives. The public will only accept the costs
inflicted by sector reforms if the benefit of the reform on the ground is evident. Increased
transparency, cost coverage, access of the poor and good governance -all key principles of
reforms- can only be convincingly documented on the basis of improved sector information.
Consequently, it is crucial that the driving forces of reform processes are aware of the vital
importance of definitions and improved information / reporting systems in the sector.
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