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Go beyond the obvious…

Mr Rajeshwara Rao, Engineer in Chief, Rural Water Supply & Sanitation Department, Government of Andhra Pradesh, is an active member of Working Group of WASHCost (India) Project. He has been supporting the WASHCost (India) team and offered cooperation in accessing the data bases and interactions with his staff in different parts of the state. He shared his thoughts on WASHCost (India) Project with MV Rama Chandrudu, WASSAN during an informal meeting at his office on 21st Dec 2010. 

How do you define your association with WASHCost (India) project? 

Each deliberation during the advisory committee and working group meetings of WASHCost (India) Project is inspiring. These discussions and brainstorming sessions are very important sources of knowledge and new insights. The exposure visit to Gujarat was very useful event and helped me understand the role of communities in maintaining the village level water & sanitation systems. The Pani Samitis in Gujarat villages demonstrated that maintenance of WASH facilities by local institutions is feasible on a large scale. Though there is emphasis on large scale water supply systems there (based on Naramda Dam and related pipe networks), they could also effectively link them with local initiatives.      

What do you think of WASHCost (India) Project and its research findings?

The research findings are yet to be synthesized for the entire state. So far the project has come out with preliminary findings, based on limited sample from a particular region of the state. The real fruits of the research are yet to be shared with all of us.  The initial findings of the research project emphasize the need for support costs such as costs for IEC (Information, Education and Communication) related to sanitation, low level of expenditure on operation & maintenance. These are important observations. I hope the action research project goes beyond the obvious and questions “why these support costs are not incurred?”  

How is the costing of WASH facilities and services done now, and how can an action research project like WASHCost (India) Project contribute to this process?

Perhaps, the contribution of an action research project like WASHCost (India) to the process of designing and costing of WASH related projects is indirect. Though the RWSS Department has its own system and code of designing projects, the inputs and discussions of WASHCost (India) Project are relevant.  The preliminary observations of the WASHCost (India) Project indicate that there is low investment for operation and maintenance of WASH systems.  It is important to understand that the responsibility for the maintenance of water supply schemes is given to Grama Panchayati and Village Water & Sanitation Committees. These institutions need considerable support to perform their roles. The Department can provide necessary technical support. 
What factors influence the other costs such as operation & maintenance; support costs (for IEC, etc)?

A variety of factors influence the actual allocation of budgets towards these costs and related expenditure. Priority given by people’s representatives to sanitation & hygiene issues; quality of power that is supplied to rural areas, capacities of local institutions for taking up maintenance related responsibilities – are some of these influencing factors. It is observed that when communities and people’s representatives demand better services and give priority to issues like sanitation, governments design and implement new programs and allocate higher budgets also. It is very important to generate such demands from community and people’s representatives in a systematic manner… Collective action by communities can make a decisive difference on the process of fund allocation and priorities… If Members of Parliament/ Members of Legislative Assembly/ Ministers/ Senior Government Officers give attention to environmental sanitation and general cleanliness during all the meetings they attend, situation could be improved significantly… Can we measure all such costs and find out all such factors…? 

Issues like environmental sanitation and personal hygiene are very much person specific and culturally sensitive also…. Aspirations of individuals and general awareness levels are key factors behind the adaptation of newer practices… Departments have certain limitations in this process. Transformation of society begins with good education at primary and secondary levels. We need to invest in these sectors, which could influence the WASH sector in a meaningful manner…    

Mr Rajeshwara Rao, Engineer in Chief, RWSS, GoAP was welcomed by Pani Samiti members in Gujarat, during the exposure visit as part of WASHCost (India) Project in Dec 2009 
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