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Summary Report 

A Morning of Systems – Part II    

Translating WASH Systems into Practice: What can we contribute? What are the 

learnings? How can we better work together? 

Stockholm | 27 August 2018 | 10:30 – 12:00 
 

Venue: Citykonferensen Ingenjörshuset Malmskillnadsgatan 46, Stockholm, Sweden 

(same venue as A4C Breakfast) 

Facilitation:  Thilo Panzerbieter (German Toilet Organization) 

Participants Invitation management done by the A4C-secretariat (“A Morning of  

Systems”). 66 persons registered and 63 persons actually participated 

according to participants list ( Annex) 

Rationale The session – convened by key sector initiatives in WASH-sustainability and 

systems-based approaches – picked up the main topic of the A4C Breakfast 

(Advancing systems approaches through collaboration and partnership) and 

opened the floor for a wider variety of actors interested in WASH sustainability 

in general and the WASH systems approach in particular – to exchange ideas 

for better cooperation and share new learnings to provide WASH services that 

last.  

Objectives At the end of the session it was expected that attendees will have a better 

understanding i) of how actors contribute to systems strengthening, ii) what 

actors need to improve progress and iii) what actors can do to join efforts to 

achieve the SDG6 by 2030. Based on the results of the session and the opinions 

of the participants the session is could to be a starting point for a community 

of practice. 

Session Outline  

 

1 Welcome and Introduction ......................................................................................................3 

2. Short Introductions of Initiatives “Elevator Pitches” ................................................................4 

3. New developments and learnings in more detail .....................................................................4 

4. Engaging participants in table discussions ...............................................................................4 

5. Online Polling: Expectations, Views and Opinions of Participants .............................................7 
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Summary / Outcomes There was a strong representation of NGOs, many already engaged in 

sustainability initiatives, where most have some or extended experience in a 

systems-based approach. Five initiatives, namely the Sustainable Services 

Initiative (SSI), USAID SWS, A4C, SuSWASH and A4C introduced their focus and 

specialization when taking a systems-based approach. New developments 

regarding the integration of sanitation and hygiene into the Sustainability 

Building Blocks promoted by the A4C were presented by the SSI. The Oxford 

University, a USAID SWS learning partner, runs the REACH programme and 

gave insights from achievements in Kenya and beyond.  

In table discussions, participants found that a main challenge for organisations 

to take the systems approach are funding structures of donors due to relatively 

long implementation time. For starting systems strengthening with 

government support (where formal governments are in place), it is necessary 

to show success and have a common monitoring system in place in which all 

engaged partners feed into. For strengthening the sanitation and hygiene 

components in a systems-based approach, the household level needs to be 

more strongly considered. Tools, similar to the Excreta Flow Diagrams (SFDs) 

would be useful, if adaptable to rural contexts and considering not only the 

sanitation chain, but all WASH components and considering the building 

blocks. In fragile contexts, challenges are different. A balance between saving 

lives and long-term development could be achieved by investing in resilience. 

Moreover, getting out of the comfort zones of WASH and dealing more with 

media, parliament and finance institutions is crucial, so is the promotion of 

systems leadership that recognises partnerships that understand collective 

action which overcome organisational issues. Systems are dynamic and 

adaptive, this needs to be considered in all actions and funding for continuous 

adaptation and improvement.  

Survey outcomes among the participants reveal that (1) a lack of sufficient 

funding to implement a systems-based approach remains the key challenge for 

anchoring systems thinking in organisations, (2) donors not being ready to 

support systems strengthening may be the major hindrance for NGOs to 

implement a systems-based approach and (3) advocacy for systems 

strengthening should focus on in-country advocacy. Lastly, the survey showed 

a great interest among participants to engage in a community of practice 

(CoP). Formats and ideas for CoP reach from online exchange, ideally 

embedded in an existing platform or as mailing list, to regular meetings and 

workshops to enable learning not only about success stories, but also about 

failures, incentives and improving modes of funding. 

Annex   Annex 1 Participants List 

Annex 2 Introduction and Initiatives 

Annex 3 SSI: Sanitation and Hygiene, Gensch 

Annex 4 Oxford University: Strengthening Rural Water Supply, Hope 

Annex 5 Sustainable Drinking Water Systems in Kenya, Research Brief 
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1. Welcome and Introduction 
 
The moderator welcomed all participants and introduced the session objective and agenda. With an 
online polling tool participants answered the following 3 questions: 
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2. Short Introductions of Initiatives “Elevator Pitches” 
 

Key actors/initiatives presented 5 initiatives and pointed out the particular contribution the respective 

initiative makes to the sector e.g. special focus (5 bullets in 2 minutes). The following initiatives were 

presented: 

1. Sustainable Services Initiative (SSI); Stephan Simon, Welthungerhilfe  
2. USAID Sustainable WASH Systems Learning Partnership (SWS); Eddy Perez, SWS 
3. A4C ;  Kim Lemme, Water for People  
4. WaterAid SuSWASH programme; Bethlehem Mingistu, WaterAid, Ethiopia  
5. Conrad N. Hilton Foundation’s Safe Water Strategy (CNHF-SWS); Chris Dunston, CNHF 

 

3. New Developments and Learnings 
 

New developments and new learnings were presented in more detail.  

 Presentation 1 ( Annex):  
“Integration of Sanitation and Hygiene into the Sustainability Building Blocks” 
Robert Gensch (SSI) 
 

 Presentation 2 (Annex):  
“Strengthening Rural Water Supply - An Example from Kenya” 
Robert Hope (University of Oxford) 

 

4. Engaging participants in table discussions 
 

Participants then engaged in guided table discussions on different topics and questions to reflect on 

and to deepen understanding what has been presented. Outcomes of the discussions are collected 

and reported back:  

Table 1: Transformation processes within an organization (Louis, Stephan) 
What are the biggest challenges for your organisation to engage in system 
strengthening? 

 

Participants discussed whether it is the lack of experience or the lack of funding? 

 Lack of funding opportunities for systems strengthening is the main barrier for scaling 

 Decision makers within funding institutions are well informed about the need to strengthen 
systems, but get high pressure to deliver quick results 

 Implementing organisations find it “hard to talk to funders”, therefore most still have a mix of 
conventional measurements and only few have systems strengthening intervention in their 
portfolio 

 Efforts in advocacy and lobbying needs to be strengthened, there is a need for better 
communication materials for systems strengthening: One good practice example is the 
website of Water for Good https://waterforgood.org/strategy/  
 

Other aspects discussed: 

 implementation time is a “huge factor” 

 Building up a private sector backbone in the countries to support service delivery is important 

https://waterforgood.org/strategy/
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Table 2 (A & B): Transformation process and success at national/district level (Nick, Kim) 
What are easy wins and initial steps for systems strengthening in a given locality - how 
to start engaging?  

 

 “creating a hook” is essential in order to be able to demonstrate how a stakeholder can help 
solve a problem for those involved as an incentive for government engagement; incentives can 
include: 

o Solving a problem that is mandated to government authorities, like water quality 
o Improving service levels or more transparent use of data for decision making, where 

it is important or useful to be able to make more transparent decisions 

 Trying to elicit the demand for support, before actually starting a partnership 
o E.g. support for systems strengthening could be offered to multiple entities, but 

through a competitive process now all applicants would be immediately successful 

 Engagement simultaneously at national and subnational level 

 Critical: Building leadership at local / district level   
o Example: Leadership training in Cambodia 

 Example Madagascar: Informal system in place, there is a need for a strong community voice 

 Wording: At national level, we say “sustainability”, but at district level, it is often referred to 
as problems with “functionality” 

 How do you feed back to (government) institutions? 

 Example Uganda: Focusing on service, not on supply 

 Monitoring: More contradicting monitoring systems the more organisations monitor 

 Aiming to break down political dialogue into practical implementation is the approach from 
the Water Integrity Network (WIN) 

 
Table 3: Integration of sanitation and hygiene in WASH system strengthening (Patrick, 
Ajay): What are the easy wins and initial steps for system strengthening in sanitation 
and hygiene? 

 

 Acknowledge that the building blocks for water and sanitation will closely overlap, but 
respective levels of progress may highly diverge  

 There are many sanitation and hygiene systems strengthening initiatives taking place, but not 
being framed as “systems strengthening” – start framing them as such 

 Need for reframing existing work 

 Shit Flow Diagrams (SFDs) as a particularity tool (with all stakeholders) in a city / district 

  “Shit Flow type analysis” move joint cooperative approaches and long development funding 
is required for a sustainable services approach the same framework can be (and is) used for 
assessment of system strengthening for water, sanitation and hygiene, but analysis ca be run 
in parallel to save time 

 Identify gaps in sanitation using SFDs 

 Urban sanitation: build understanding among stakeholders of existing system 

 Raising awareness: Capacity to work at household level when individuals have been trained  
and organisations are set-up to work on conventional community-scale systems 

 PS players and utilizers need a WASH policy and combine social values 

 Find political champion at national and local level 

 
Table 4: Transitional and fragile operational contexts (Will, Elynn) 
How can you engage in system strengthening in transitional and fragile contexts? 

 

Key challenges: 
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 No recognized government in place or more than one government recognized as "official" 

 Actively predatory government - no just non-functioning/weak  

 There is a difference between weak, but interested governance structures and actively against 
progress 

o No long term thinking 
o New policies created, but without the capacity to back or implement them  
o Rural water systems and service providers lack technical experience  
o Systems susceptible to shocks: Change in prioritization, changes in government staff, 

etc.  

 Examples 
o Nicaragua: The central government doesn't allow for local government to be dynamic 

around funding (predatory)  
o Sierra Leone: Continuity of technical assistance shifted  

 Lack of communication  
o No clear guidelines from the government  
o No measurement system in place and no vision driving policy  
o No government consultation for activities  
o How to build a platform to sit at the table with government?  
o Issue of legitimacy/representation of other NGOs: How do they get a seat at the table 

and viewed as a valid partner  
o Lack of a common space for dialogue among all partners - government, UNICEF, WASH 

cluster, NGOs  

 Mutual distrust between the government and WASH actors  

 Status of the systems and how you engage vs. readiness to program and fund in those contexts  

 Need a model for sustainable technical assistance - institutions and social enterprises, need 
the financing  

 Issues with donor and other types of coordination (relief vs project delivery)  

Possible ways to overcome: 

 Build policy in a reactionary way  

 Consider history of WASH and the parachute model  

 Sustainable technical assistance models / enterprises  

 Financing through impact investing  

 On-going technical assistance, not just the SDG deadline  

 Address skill improvement and charge for the services to improve: Creating a skilled labor 
force  

 Official arrangement: UNICEF is the lead to strengthen the WASH agency  

 Humanitarian WASH Cluster is in 50 countries, UNICEF lead in Geneva: Trying to discuss the 
humanitarian development nexus  

 Improve donor coordination and priorities  

 Need to find the right balance between humanitarian response and initial life-saving vs longer-
term development and systems approaches 

 Fragility from quality of services: Investing in services that are resilient over time 
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5. Online Polling: Expectations, Views and Opinions of Participants 
 

Finally, participants gave their views and opinions on 5 questions about current challenges at 

organisational and project level, the required focus for advocacy work and potential ways forward.  
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44 participants (85%) are interested in a community of practice. Concrete ideas for its format or 
structure are: 

Online format  Offline format 
 Online sharing and learning, 

webinars 

 Working group with ad hoc 
conference calls 

 Email list to see how much reaction 
and interaction one gets from 
participants and what the actual 
demand is (but that doesn’t cast a 
very broad net, preaching to the 
choir) 

 Email working groups 

 Moderated online platform 

 Email list with periodic updates, 
newsletter, webinar 

 Online learning hub and regular 
webinar sharing 

 Web-based group or community 

 Online discussion group  

  Sessions on WASH systems in key fora 

 Yearly or six month meetings 

 Meetings like in Stockholm, co-creating 
learning agenda around many 
dimensions of systems strengthening 

 Convening at major events 

 National DWA workshops 

 Workshops 

 Learning events 

 
Use of existing structures  Content of exchange 

 Revamp an existing platform 

 SuSanA working group including 
water colleagues 

 Similar to RWSN or SuSanA 

 An Agenda for Change linked 
community talking to each other in-
country 

  Participation in innovative financing 
around outcome payments 

 Monetising the WASH social value that 
supports system strengthening in a 
result based approach 

 Bottom up approach 

 Information / lessons learned sharing 
with specific discussion topics for 
learning 

 Share experiences, good practices, tools 

 Writing proposals together for funding 
to take parts of that agenda forward 

 Generating and sharing evidence 
(success AND failure, not just “best 
practice”) 

 Produce policy papers based on real 
cases 

 

Characteristics   
 Very flexible and diverse 

 Network-like 

  

 


