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The Department for International Development (DFID) reported that it reached 
62.9 million people with water, sanitation or hygiene (WASH) support between 
2011 and 2015, exceeding its target of 60 million. This results claim is based on 
credible data calculated using appropriate methods and conservative assumptions. 
It amounts to a significant contribution to extending global WASH access. 
While there is some evidence of wider development impact, DFID does not routinely collect 
impact data. Better data would enable it to maximise impact, particularly for vulnerable 
groups. DFID does not have a systematic approach to achieving sustainability and does 
not monitor whether results are sustained beyond programme completion. We found 
encouraging evidence of learning in a range of areas. In the absence of consistent data, 
it was not possible to reach an overall conclusion on the value for money of the portfolio.

Relatively good achievement on impact and results management, but 
weaker performance on sustainability.
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Executive Summary
Over the 2011 to 2015 period, the UK government set itself the goal of providing 60 million people with clean water, 
improved sanitation or hygiene promotion interventions (a type of development assistance known collectively as 
WASH). In 2015 it reported that it had exceeded this target, reaching 62.9 million people.

Improving access to WASH is both a development goal in its own right and a means of achieving other 
development benefits, particularly in health. WASH is also thought to contribute to school attendance, nutrition 
and gender equality. DFID spent around £180 million on WASH through bilateral programming in 2014.

We conducted an impact review of DFID’s WASH portfolio to identify whether its results claims were credible, and 
to explore whether programmes were doing all they could to maximise impact and value for money. 

Is the results claim credible?

DFID claims to have provided 62.9 million people with access to WASH over the 2011 to 2015 period, exceeding its 
target by 2.9 million. We subjected this claim to a series of checks to determine its credibility. 

We found that the total figure was calculated using appropriate methods and conservative assumptions. In the 
programmes we examined in detail, DFID and its implementers were able to produce the source data used to 
generate the results, including at individual project sites. 

The results claim was based on population-based assumptions about WASH access that are widely used by 
agencies in the sector. This is not the same as reporting actual usage, data for which has been very costly to 
collect up until now. This limitation aside, the 62.9 million is a valid indication of the UK’s contribution to extending 
WASH access. 

As the fifth largest funder (including the World Bank) in the WASH sector in 2014, and the largest donor for basic 
WASH services in low-income countries, DFID’s WASH results represent a substantial contribution to improving 
WASH access for poor and vulnerable communities in priority countries.

What has been the impact of DFID’s WASH support?

In isolation, the reach figure says nothing about the changes in human wellbeing associated with WASH access, ie 
the impact on people’s lives. We have some evidence of impact from individual programme evaluations. 
These suggest that DFID WASH investments have led to improved health outcomes, particularly reductions in 
infant diarrhoea (a major cause of infant sickness and death in developing countries), parasitic worms and other 
infectious diseases. There have also been improvements in school attendance, and there is some evidence of 
reduced gender inequality from reductions in the time that women spend fetching water.

However, impact data is not being routinely collected. While such results may be occurring across the portfolio, 
we cannot reach conclusions as to where and to what extent. This in turn makes it difficult to conclude that DFID 
is doing all it can to maximise impact.

Collecting impact data, even on a sample basis, would enable DFID to adjust its programmes in real time, so as 
to maximise results. It would also make DFID better placed to target its investment towards the most vulnerable 
individuals within communities, such as women and girls, the elderly and people with disabilities. The ability to 
target investments towards the most vulnerable will become more important in the light of the Global Goals 
commitment to ‘leaving no one behind’. 

i
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How sustainable are DFID’s WASH results?

Sustainability is a particular challenge in the WASH sector. It has multiple dimensions, including technical, 
financial and institutional. Achieving lasting change in sanitation and hygiene practices calls for intensive 
engagement with beneficiary communities over an extended period. 

We found that DFID does not approach the sustainability challenge in a systematic way. While many of its 
programmes include investments in building national systems, this is not being done consistently. The typical 
three to five years’ duration of DFID’s WASH programmes is often too short to put in place the conditions for 
sustainable impact. Furthermore, DFID does not monitor whether results are sustained beyond the life of its 
programmes. This is an area where DFID has fallen behind some other donors in the WASH sector. For example, 
the Dutch Development Agency and USAID now use sustainability checks for up to ten years after programme 
completion. 

We therefore conclude that DFID’s systems are designed to maximise outputs, rather than sustainable impact. 
This situation has changed little since a National Audit Office (NAO) review in 2003.1

Is DFID achieving value for money?

Value for money in aid programmes means getting to the desired results, taking into account quality and 
sustainability, at the lowest cost. DFID does not apply a consistent approach for measuring value for money 
across its WASH portfolio, nor does it have credible benchmarks to help it to identify more or less efficient 
programmes. However, we saw specific examples where DFID had successfully improved value for money at 
the programme level.

As a result we are not able to draw conclusions about the overall value for money of the WASH portfolio. DFID 
recognises these challenges and is funding ongoing research on both value for money and sustainability.

The majority of DFID’s WASH results come from programmes implemented by Unicef which, as a multilateral 
partner, is not subject to competitive tendering. While acknowledging that engaging with multilateral partners 
is different to working directly with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and commercial providers, we 
believe there may be benefits to subjecting these programmes to a market test.

Is DFID learning from experience?

We found good evidence of learning in a number of areas. At the central level, DFID is a significant investor in 
WASH research and in improving data quality. At the programme level, lessons are captured through annual 
reviews and we saw good examples of programmes being adapted in response to lessons learned. 

We saw less evidence of lessons being shared effectively across the department. DFID lacks strong mechanisms 
for collating and synthesising lessons from its programmes and making them available to inform future 
investments. There could also be more shared learning between WASH and related areas such as health  
and education.

Scoring and recommendations

We conclude that the performance of DFID’s WASH portfolio warrants a Green-Amber rating. DFID has 
successfully achieved its WASH target and has made a substantial contribution to extending WASH access in 
low-income countries. However, it is not doing all it could to maximise impact or sustainability and the score 
reflects weaknesses in these areas. 

We make four broad recommendations, each of which is supported by a number of issues of concern that we 
would like DFID to address. The lack of attention to sustainability is an area of particular concern, requiring 
remedial action from DFID. 

1. DFID: Maximising impact in the water sector, Comptroller and Auditor General HC, 351 Session 2002-2003, 31 January 2003, para. 8, link.

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2003/01/0203351.pdf
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Recommendation 1

DFID should improve the measurement and reporting of the development impact of its WASH programmes, 
particularly for vulnerable groups.

• DFID does not systematically monitor the impact of its programming on priority groups.

• DFID does not regularly collect data on the wider development impact of its WASH interventions.

• DFID does not have sufficient data to assess whether its WASH programming overall is having the
desired development impact.

Recommendation 2

DFID should embed sustainability in its WASH programming and measure how well this is implemented.

• DFID is currently measuring and reporting initial, not sustained, access.

• DFID has no systematic evidence to demonstrate whether its WASH results are in fact being sustained
after its funding ends.

• The attention given to institutional and financial dimensions of sustainability varies from programme
to programme.

• The typical three to five year duration of DFID’s WASH programmes is often too short to ensure
sustainability.

Recommendation 3

DFID should act quickly on the results of its value for money research to develop a suitable framework for 
measuring value and guiding programming choices.

• DFID is currently unable to compare the return on its investment across WASH programmes.

• DFID may need additional methods for assessing whether Unicef represents value for money
compared to alternative delivery options, including NGOs and commercial providers.

• DFID’s move towards the use of results-based contracting in WASH is potentially a positive step, but
needs to be done carefully in order to create the right incentives for suppliers to focus on sustainable
results.

Recommendation 4

DFID should improve how learning on WASH (including from its research programmes) is shared throughout 
the organisation.

• DFID does not systematically capture and disseminate lessons from its own programmes generated by
annual reports and programme completion reports.

• Lessons from DFID funded research on WASH need to be fully reflected in project design and
monitoring documentation.

• DFID could invest more in knowledge exchange between WASH and related sectors such as health
and education.

iii
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1 Introduction
Purpose and scope of the review

1.1 In the period from 2011 to 2015, DFID committed to provide 60 million people in developing countries 
with at least one water, sanitation or hygiene promotion intervention (a type of aid known collectively as 
WASH).2 This was one of a number of global targets that the UK government set itself, alongside targets in 
areas such as health, education and nutrition. In 2015, after investing almost £700 million over the 
previous 5 years on WASH programmes in 27 countries, DFID announced that it had exceeded this target, 
reaching 62.9 million people.3 How accurate is this claim, and how much impact has DFID’s WASH 
programming really had on its intended beneficiaries? 

1.2 To gain a better understanding of this result, we carried out an impact review of DFID’s WASH portfolio. ICAI 
impact reviews focus on the results claimed by DFID (or other government departments as appropriate), as 
outlined in Box 1. WASH was a suitable topic for an impact review because it is a mature portfolio where DFID 
has made a global results claim and where there is a range of results data available. 

1.3 While impact reviews are primarily retrospective in orientation, assessing results over a particular period, 
we note that DFID has committed itself to providing WASH access to a further 60 million people between 
2015 and 2020. We therefore also take this opportunity to reflect on some of the challenges that DFID will 
face in the coming period. 

2. DFID’s Results Framework: Managing and reporting DFID results, DFID, 2011, link.
3. DFID Annual Report and Accounts 2014-15 Results: Water, sanitation and hygiene sector, July 2015, link. 

Box 1: What is an ICAI impact review?

ICAI impact reviews examine results claims made for UK aid to assess their credibility and their 
significance for the intended beneficiaries. We examine the quality of results data generated by aid 
programmes and whether the data is being used to improve results over time. We also assess value for 
money – that is, whether DFID or other spending departments are maximising the return on UK aid 
invested. ICAI impact reviews use the results data that is already available, triangulated with other 
sources. We do not carry out our own independent impact assessments. 

Other types of ICAI review include performance reviews, which probe how efficiently and effectively 
UK aid is delivered, and learning reviews, which explore how knowledge is generated in novel areas 
and translated into credible programming. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/360906/DFID-external-results-Sep_2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-annual-report-and-accounts-2014-15-results-achieved-by-sector-water-sanitation-and-hygiene/dfid-annual-report-and-accounts-2014-15-results-water-sanitation-and-hygiene-sector
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Review criteria and questions Sub-questions

1. Impact: what has been the impact of DFID’s
WASH programming in the 2011 to 2015
Results Framework period?

• What level of results has been achieved through
DFID’s WASH portfolio?

• Have DFID’s WASH investments been targeted
effectively to the poorest and most marginalised
communities and individuals?

• What has been the variation in impact across
programmes, countries and delivery channels?
What does this tell us about value for money and
return on investment?

2. Results measurement: are the aggregate WASH
results reported under DFID’s Results Framework
based on credible evidence?

• How credible are the processes that DFID uses to
collate, review and validate evidence on results?

• To what extent have WASH interventions been
strengthened in response to lessons learned on
delivering results?

3. Sustainability: has the impact from DFID’s WASH
programming proved sustainable?

•  Have DFID’s WASH interventions been designed
and implemented with a view to maximising the
sustainability of results?

• Are appropriate arrangements in place to monitor
the sustainability of results after the end of the
funding period?

1.4 Our review examined the WASH results reported under DFID’s Results Framework 2011 to 2015. These were 
generated from 71 bilateral projects and from contributions to a number of multilateral organisations. We 
assessed the processes by which DFID captures results at the programme level and compiles these into a 
global result. We examined how DFID ensures that its results are sustainable – a particular challenge in 
WASH programmes – and how it assesses whether it is achieving value for money. Our review questions 
are set out in full in Box 2.

Box 2: Our review questions
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WASH is an important part of the international development agenda

WASH is both a development goal in its own right and a means of achieving other goals 

1.5 WASH was part of the international development agenda under the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) from 2000 to 2015, and remains part of the Global Goals, from 2015 to 2030. Improving WASH 
access is both a development goal in its own right, contributing directly to quality of life, and an important 
means of achieving other development outcomes. With poor access to WASH, people suffer from more 
health problems and worse nutrition. In many countries, poor households waste many hours a week 
collecting water, holding back their productive capacity and incomes. WASH is also important to gender 
equality. It is often women and girls who bear most of the burden of collecting water. During our field visits 
for this review, we met women who spent as many as five hours a day fetching water.

1.6  There is strong evidence linking WASH to health. Young children are the most prone to WASH-related 
diseases, particularly acute diarrhoea. Clean and treated water can save lives by reducing the incidence of 
respiratory and intestinal infections and other diseases. Beyond health, the other benefits of WASH are not 
as well studied. It is widely believed that WASH improves school attendance – for example, studies have 
shown that children infected with intestinal worms may miss twice as many school days as other children,4 
and lack of sanitation facilities in schools is considered a barrier to girls’ attendance. Women and girls 
are vulnerable to gender-based violence while collecting water, although the full extent of this problem 
remains unknown.

Uneven progress on global WASH targets

1.7 The global MDGs target on clean water access was achieved in 2010, with an additional 2.6 billion people 
gaining access to improved drinking water since 1990. However, progress has been uneven across regions 
– Sub-Saharan Africa missed the drinking water target – while globally 663 million people are still without
access, mostly in rural areas.5 Progress towards the sanitation target lags much further behind: against an
MDG target of 77%, only 68% access was achieved, leaving 2.4 billion people worldwide living without
improved sanitation and almost one billion people having to defecate in the open.

1.8  The MDGs set out to halve the proportion of the global population without access to WASH. The 2015 
Global Goals are more ambitious still: “to achieve, by 2030, universal and equitable access to safe and 
affordable drinking water for all”.6 The updated definition of ‘access’ is also more challenging, including a 
requirement that clean water must be available within a 30-minute round trip. Applying such a criterion to 
DFID’s 2010-2015 WASH target is likely to have reduced the reported results, although by how much is not 
known. There are also specific goals on sanitation, hygiene and ending open defecation, as well as on the 
provision of WASH facilities in schools.

The UK’s contribution on WASH

DFID has adopted ambitious targets for a growing WASH portfolio

1.9  DFID has made a significant commitment to promoting global WASH goals. Its expenditure on WASH has 
increased rapidly since making new commitments in 2005, reaching £181 million in 2014, or around 1.6% 
of all UK aid. Internationally, DFID is the fifth largest funder (including the World Bank) in the WASH 
sector, but it is the leading donor by expenditure on basic WASH provision in low-income countries, 
where DFID has concentrated most of its investment.7 

1.10  DFID has set itself ambitious results targets for WASH. Its initial commitment in 2010 to provide 15 million 
people with first-time access to WASH was doubled and then redoubled, to a target of reaching 60 million 
people over the 2011-2015 period. In 2015, DFID committed itself to reaching a further 60 million people 
with sustainable access to safe drinking water or sanitation by 2020.8 

4. Recent DFID funded research is challenging this assumption, see link.
5. Progress on sanitation and drinking water – 2015 update and MDG assessment, Unicef and World Health Organisation, 2015, link.
6. Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation, available at link.
7. ICAI calculations, based on OECD-DAC Development Statistics, available at link.
8. UK aid: tackling global challenges in the national interest, HM Treasury and DFID, November 2015, p. 4, link. 

http://www.wssinfo.org/fileadmin/user_upload/resources/JMP-Update-report-2015_English.pdf
http://www.globalgoals.org/global-goals/clean-water-sanitation/
http://stats.oecd.org/qwids/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478834/ODA_strategy_final_web_0905.pdf
http://cidg.cochrane.org/news/does-giving-school-children-deworming-drugs-improve-health-and-school-performance
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UK

Analysis of UK spend on WASH from 2010 to 2014

£713 million was the total UK spend on WASH

£698 million was spent by DFID, of which

57% was spent through multilateral agencies

69% was spent in Africa

13% was spent in Asia

72% of all the UK’s WASH spend went to basic sanitation and drinking water
(see below), making UK the largest donor of basic WASH services

206 DFID programmes have WASH components

71 programmes contributed to DFID’s Results Framework

OECD Development Assistance 
Committee donors' spend on WASH 

from 2010 to 2014 by category

Source: OECD/DAC and DFID data 2010-2014. GB£ values calculated at an exchange rate of £0.7 = $1. ICAI 
used the period 2010-2014 as a reference since 2014 is the latest year for which full data was available.
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The portfolio includes a range of activities and delivery channels

1.11 There are 71 programmes contributing results to the 2011-15 target (see Box 3). Most are bilateral projects    

contractors, NGOs, partner governments and multi-donor trust funds. According to DFID, 60% of its total 
WASH results are delivered by Unicef, primarily funded out of the bilateral programme. 

Figure 2: DFID’s WASH spend rising in absolute terms and as a share of UK aid

Over the past 12 years, UK Official Development Assistance (ODA) spend annually on WASH has increased sevenfold, from 
£28 million to nearly £200 million, but it remains only 1.6% of total UK aid.

Source: OECD International Development Statistics 2015. Note this covers all UK ODA through all channels.
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Box 3: DFID’s Results Framework

Over the period 2011-2015, the UK government set a series of targets and commitments for the UK aid 
programme – including a commitment to provide 60 million people with WASH access. Progress towards 
these targets was captured through DFID’s Results Framework – a matrix of indicators, each with an associated 
methodology for collecting and aggregating results across a portfolio of programmes. A central objective of 
this review is to test the credibility of the Results Framework results in WASH.

The Results Framework was a significant innovation for DFID, giving the department the capacity to report on 
its results at a global level for the first time. It was seen as an important tool for communicating to the public in 
simple terms what the aid programme was delivering. However, it could only capture results that could reliably 

be counted  and added up across different programmes and country contexts. For that reason, the results 
reported were mostly outputs (eg estimated number of people with access to the water points constructed) 
rather than impacts (eg reduction in deaths from diarrhoea). Changes that were hard to calculate (including 
whether they can be clearly attributed to DFID), such as improvements in national institutions, were not 
included. For this reason, the Results Framework offers only a partial picture of DFID’s WASH results over  
the period.

1.12   Among bilateral programmes, various delivery channels are used, including multilateral agencies, 

run out of a DFID country office. However, there are also several centrally managed programmes, often 
working in parallel with country-based programmes. The UK’s core contributions to multilateral 
agencies also add to the WASH results total, with the World Bank's IDA (the soft loan arm of the bank) 
being the largest of these.
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1.13 DFID’s WASH programmes are predominantly focused on rural populations in low-income countries, 
particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. The majority of these projects use ‘Community-Led 
Total Sanitation’, which was first developed in Bangladesh in 1999 under a DFID funded programme. It has 
since been widely adopted around the world as an approach to eliminating open defecation. DFID also 
provides support to partner governments to strengthen national systems for WASH provision.
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2 Methodology

2.1 For this review we:

i. Conducted a literature review, drawing mainly on existing reviews and syntheses.

ii. Mapped DFID’s WASH activities and expenditure over the period by country, delivery channel,
objectives and activities.

iii. Assessed the methods used to collect results data and measure value for money.

iv. Examined research funded by DFID and how lessons are captured and shared across the portfolio.

v.

More details of our methodology are included in Annex 1. The full methodology is available in our 
Approach Paper.9

Box 4: Limitations to our methodology

There are a number of limitations to our methodology. We assessed the credibility of DFID’s results claims 
against the underlying data and checked it against feedback from stakeholders. However, we did not carry out 
an independent impact assessment from new data. There are limits to the conclusions we can draw as to the 
impact of the portfolio because most of DFID’s own results data is at output level. We were unable to compare 
cost-effectiveness across different delivery channels as we had intended, because of a lack of comparable data 
and benchmarks on value for money across DFID WASH programmes. Finally, we acknowledge that our case 
studies may not be fully representative of the WASH portfolio. They did, however, generate useful additional 
insights to complement other data sources.

9. Assessing UK Aid’s Results in Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH): Approach Paper, ICAI, October 2015, link.

Conducted desk reviews of 25% of the 71 programmes that contributed results to DFID’s Results
Framework, examining programme documentation and conducting telephone interviews with DFID
staff and implementers. Our sample (which included 4 centrally managed programmes, 13 country-
based programmes and 1 multilateral partnership) was selected so as to cover half of the results
reported and a range of programme types and delivery channels. A proportion of the sample was
selected randomly.

Undertook detailed case studies of DFID’s WASH programming in two countries: Mozambique and
Zimbabwe. In two-week visits to each country, we interviewed stakeholders and visited a sample of
project sites, where we checked local results data and assessed whether the institutional, technical
and financial conditions were in place to achieve sustainable results. Mozambique and Zimbabwe
were selected as case studies because of their high density of WASH programming.

Consulted 30 external stakeholders and experts from the UK and abroad.

vi.

vii.

http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-ICAI-WASH-Approach-Paper_FOR-PUBLICATION-09102015.pdf
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3 Findings

3.1 In its Annual Report for 2014-15, DFID stated that it had provided 62.9 million people with access to WASH 
over the 2011 to 2015 period, exceeding its target by 2.9 million.10 This is the number of people that DFID 
claims have gained access to clean water, toilets or handwashing facilities, or who have been reached 
through programmes to encourage better hygiene practices. 

3.2  DFID’s commitment on WASH is a ‘reach target’ – that is, it refers to the number of beneficiaries reached 
through DFID programmes. Primarily it measures outputs rather than impacts, ie the scale of results, rather 
than the difference made to the lives of beneficiaries. Nonetheless it provides the UK public with a useful 
measure of the UK’s contribution to an important international development target, included in both the 
MDGs and the Global Goals.

3.3  The figure is derived by collecting output figures from across WASH programmes, including centrally 
managed programmes and those run by country offices. DFID has provided detailed guidelines on how to 
interpret the indicator and how to calculate beneficiary numbers. The figures provided by implementers 
are checked by results advisers in DFID and then compiled centrally.

3.4  We subjected DFID’s results claim to a series of checks to determine its credibility. In our two case study 
countries, we verified that DFID and project staff were able to produce the source data that had been used 
to generate the results, including at a sample of individual project sites. In all but one instance (a centrally 
managed project, which did not feature in the country results),11 we were able to trace the totals back to 
the supporting evidence.

3.5  Across all the projects we examined, both in our country case studies and in our 18 desk reviews, we found 
that DFID had monitored its implementing partners on at least an annual basis in order to collect results 
data. In some cases, we found evidence of DFID challenging the data presented by its implementers and 
calling for further evidence. In Mozambique, in three of the eight WASH projects, the results had been 
independently verified.

3.6  Beneficiary numbers are usually derived from assumed access rates, rather than by counting individual 
beneficiaries. When DFID funds the construction of a WASH facility, it assumes that a certain number of 
people living in the vicinity will have gained access. These assumptions are usually derived from national 
planning guidelines which are used by all the national authorities and donors working in the sector. They 
are necessarily approximate, as actual use of water points may vary substantially from one location to 
the next and according to season. For instance, programmes in Mozambique assume 300 people per 
water point, though government officials reported single water points serving as many as 2,900 people. 
Nonetheless, assumed access rates are widely accepted in the sector as a reasonable proxy for  
beneficiary numbers. 

10. DFID Annual Report and Accounts 2014-15, DFID, July 2015, link.
11. The Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor Programme, Mozambique. 

Department for International Development Annual Report and Account 2014-15, DFID, July 2015, link.
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3.7  There are a number of conservative assumptions built into DFID’s calculations. DFID’s guidance specifies 
that individual beneficiaries may be counted only once, even if they have received multiple types of 
assistance 12 DFID is wary of the risk of double counting individuals who may have received WASH support 
through different channels. In some countries, it therefore omits entire programmes from DFID’s  Results 
Framework.

3.8  The total figure is an approximate one, as DFID itself acknowledges. It represents the results that DFID can 
confidently claim, based on population-based assumptions and available information, rather than being 
a complete account of its programming. Within these limitations, we can confirm that the result claim 
is credible, that DFID has exceeded the target the UK government set itself, and that the claim provides 
a valid indication of DFID’s contribution to global WASH access results.

12. Number of unique people reached with one or more water, sanitation and hygiene promotion intervention, DFID’s Results Framework Indicator 
Methodology Note, DFID, May 2013, link.

Figure 3: Where are DFID’s WASH results being achieved?

DFID claims to have reached 62.9 million people with its WASH programmes. This table breaks down where, or 
through which mechanism, those people have been reached.

Key: AfDB – African Development Bank; AsDB – Asian Development Bank; IDA – International Development Association; DRC – Democratic 
Republic of the Congo

Zambia 6,290,000 
Nigeria 5,080,740 
Ethiopia 4,892,396 
Sierra Leone 3,274,961 
Tanzania 2,060,284 
DRC 1,993,404 
Zimbabwe 1,766,867 
Sudan 1,485,858 
Eritrea 1,340,674 
Malawi 728,872 
Mozambique 499,680 
South Sudan 271,504 
Uganda 3,397 

Africa 
(29,688,637)

Bangladesh 9,901,048 
Pakistan 3,517,539 
India 2,501,618 
Syria 1,380,902 
Yemen 595,279 
Nepal 569,871 
Vietnam 230,951 

Asia / Middle East
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AfDB 700,000
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6,000

Multilateral Banks 
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IDA World Bank   7,900,000

Caribbean
Development 
Bank

Human 
Development 
Department
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DFID HQ
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Research and
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Department

Source: DFID data
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DFID’s WASH portfolio has delivered impact, but the extent of this is not measured

3.9  WASH access is a measure of output rather than impact – it tells us how many people gained access from 
DFID funded interventions, rather than what difference the investment made. The literature tells us that 
WASH investments are able to generate a range of other development benefits in the right conditions. 
Health benefits, particularly for infants, are the most clearly documented. There is also some evidence for 
improvements in education, nutrition, livelihoods and empowerment of women.

3.10  We have some evidence from programme evaluations that DFID WASH programmes are generating wider 
development impact. For example, in Bangladesh, DFID spent £48.5 million on the Sanitation, Hygiene 
and Water Supply Project between 2007 
and 2013. This targeted the poorest regions 
with the provision of arsenic-safe water, 
improved sanitation facilities and hygiene 
messages. The project claimed to have 
reached a total of 21.4 million people with 
hygiene promotion activities. It provided 
around 1.8 million people with access to 
clean water and over a million children with 
clean water and latrines in their schools. 
It also worked with the government to 
support policy development and build 
institutional capacity. A programme 
evaluation found the project had led 
to increases in school enrolment and 
reductions in drop-out rates, particularly for 
girls. Improvement in sanitation facilities had 
led to a reduction in water-borne diseases: 
the diarrhoea rate for children under five fell 
from 11% to 5.1% in the target area, alongside 
reductions in parasitic worms, malaria and 
skin infections.13

3.11  The DFID funded Sanitation, Hygiene and Water in Nigeria project (phase 1) invested £30 million between 
2010 and 2013. By project completion 1.43 million people were identified as living in communities certified 
to be open defecation free. An impact study found significant reductions in the incidence of infant 
diarrhoea and resulting increases in school attendance in these communities. It also found that women 
were spending less time fetching water and taking care of sick children, although it was not able to 
quantify the time saved.14 

3.12  In Ethiopia, DFID contributed £66 million to the government’s Water Supply and Sanitation Programme 
(WSSP), which constructed 9,800 rural water supply schemes supporting 4.21 million people (of which 1.9 
million were attributed to DFID’s funding). Again, DFID’s evaluation data reports wider impacts in the form 
of a reduction in the burden of disease and increased school attendance.

3.13  Examples such as these indicate that wider development impacts are being achieved through DFID’s 
WASH programming. However, from the evidence available, we cannot reach conclusions as to where and 
to what extent these impacts are occurring. Impact data is not routinely available at the programme level. 
Nor is it aggregated at either the international or the country level. Around half of the programmes in our 
sample planned to conduct an external evaluation of some type, but many are not set up to generate the 
evidence that would allow impact to be measured.

‘Tippy-taps’ are a low cost way of improving handwashing. We 
saw how they had been introduced in locations such as schools in 
Mozambique and, as here, Zimbabwe.

(ICAI photograph)

13. Impact Evaluation of the WASH SHEWA-B programme in Bangladesh, Luby et al, 2014, link.
14. Impact Evaluation of Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) within the Unicef Country Programme of Cooperation, Government of Nigeria and 

Unicef, 2009-2013, Toonen et al, 2014, link. 

http://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/index_82420.html
http://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/index_81154.html
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3.14  During our site visits, we found that impact data was not being collected, even when it was readily 
available. Local authorities in both Mozambique and Zimbabwe keep detailed health statistics and school 
attendance data in the areas where DFID is investing in WASH. Examples of these were shown to us by 
local officials and project staff, but they told us this data was not collected or used by DFID. The increasing 
availability of such information is a result, among other things, of investments by DFID and other donors 
in strengthening health and education systems. By monitoring this data, even at sample sites, DFID could 
assess whether its intended results were achieved and whether the intended impacts were likely to be 
achieved. Monitoring local health statistics would not on its own demonstrate that any improvements 
were directly attributable to DFID’s WASH investments. However, if the health figures were not improving 
as expected, it would indicate a need for further investigation, perhaps leading to adjustment of 
programme activities.

3.15  Monitoring impact data would also enable DFID to explore what additional elements could be built into its 
WASH programmes to ensure wider impact. For example, there is growing recognition of the importance 
the WASH sector plays in tackling issues of gender and vulnerability to violence. A DFID research 
programme, ‘Sanitation and Hygiene Applied Research for Equity’ (SHARE), has produced a toolkit on 
how to design WASH facilities so as to reduce vulnerability to violence.15 As these practices are taken up in 
DFID programmes, we would expect them to be accompanied by monitoring arrangements to 
determine their effectiveness. Tracking impact data would also help DFID to identify opportunities for its 
WASH interventions to complement programming in health and education, given that they share some 
of the same objectives.

3.16  It is clear that the thorough and systematic approach that DFID uses to capture reach data in order to 
report against DFID’s Results Framework is not being matched at the impact level. Research undertaken 
for this review confirms the existence of evidence indicating positive links between DFID interventions 
and improved outcomes at beneficiary level. The lack of attention given to collecting data on these wider 
impacts is an important gap, indicating strongly that DFID could do more to maximise development 
impact, both across geographies and over time.

DFID targets the poorest areas, but not necessarily the most vulnerable individuals

3.17  Most of DFID’s WASH expenditure is in low-income countries facing significant human development 
challenges. Within these countries, DFID concentrates its investments in the poorest areas. It works with 
partner governments and takes account of national poverty statistics in deciding which areas to prioritise. 
The accuracy of this targeting is limited to some extent by the quality of national statistics. While it is 
usually possible to identify the regions and districts most in need, data down to the level of individual 
communities is often unavailable.

3.18  Research carried out by the World Bank highlights the importance of targeting development resources to 
specific groups, in order to reduce poverty.16 However, the selection of target groups needs to be 
done with care, and there are costs associated with accurate targeting, given the high information 
needs.

15. Violence, Gender & WASH: Making water, sanitation safer through improved programming and services - Flyer, SHARE programme, undated, link.

16. Targeting of Transfers in Developing Countries: Review of Lessons and Experience, David Coady, Margaret Grosh World Bank, 2004, link. 

http://violence-wash.lboro.ac.uk/
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Box 5: A new definition of ‘access’ will make DFID’s WASH target more challenging

DFID proposes to change how it measures its 
WASH results, in line with a new international 
definition. In the future, someone will be 
counted as having ‘access’ to basic water only 
if their round trip to the water point takes less 
than 30 minutes. 
There are sound reasons for this change - 
including evidence that the health benefits 
fall away if the journey to fetch water takes 
more than 30 minutes. Yet there is also a 
tension between this more ambitious target 
and the ‘leaving no one behind’ commitment. 
In remote areas with sparse populations, the 
cost of provision at this higher standard is 
likely to rise dramatically and may become 
prohibitive. DFID is yet to decide how to 
reconcile this conflict.

3.19  Across our sample, more than three quarters of programme design documents emphasised the 
importance of serving women and marginalised groups, such as the elderly or those living with disabilities. 
However, because its monitoring systems are focused on collecting reach data, using assumed access 
rates, DFID is not systematically monitoring whether these groups are actually being reached by its WASH 
programmes. For example, the number of women and girls reached is often calculated on the basis of 
general population statistics, rather than actual data on use. We found that some of DFID’s implementing 
partners collect detailed information on marginalised groups, but this is not usually passed on to DFID. 
As a result, DFID is not currently in a position to say whether its provision of water points or sanitation 
facilities benefit marginalised people within the communities they serve. DFID does not currently identify 
systematically what additional programming elements might be required to ensure equitable access.

Some women in Tete Province, Mozambique, faced a five-hour return 
trip to collect water for their families. 

(ICAI photograph)

3.20 In the context of the Global Goals and the commitment to ‘leaving no one behind’,17 this is an important gap. 
DFID has ongoing research exploring the theme of equity in WASH provision, which should help with the 
design of programmes that take into account the needs of vulnerable groups. Meeting the Global Goals 
commitment will require DFID to work with national governments and its implementing organisations to 
obtain more detailed baseline data and to monitor the impact of its programmes on different groups. 

17. A New Global Partnership: eradicate poverty and transform economies through sustainable development, Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent 
Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, United Nations, 2013, link.
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3.21  Targeting the urban poor is a growing challenge in many rapidly urbanising countries. While the bulk of
DFID’s WASH investment goes to rural areas, programmes are increasingly exploring the challenges 
of working in urban slums, where the costs of sanitation are particularly high. Of our 18 desk studies, 12 
included some urban programming. For instance, the ‘Water Supply and Sanitation Programme’ (WSSP) in 
Ethiopia has invested in water schemes in 61 towns, reportedly reaching 900,000 people. DFID is funding  
‘Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor’ (a not-for-profit company), which is helping to develop more 
cost-effective models for providing WASH in urban settings. DFID has also supported the creation of  
Cities Alliance, led by UN-Habitat, which includes a focus on upgrading slums around the world.

Box 7: World Bank Water and Sanitation Programme (WSP) in Mozambique

This pit latrine for a 17-member household in Mfalala 
barrio, Maputo, costs £28 each time it is emptied, 
every 4 months. 

(ICAI photograph)

WSP is a World Bank Trust Fund programme working in 25 
countries, including Mozambique. Donors contributed a 
total of $234 million (£164 million) between 2011-15, around a 
third of which was from DFID. 

Mozambique’s capital, Maputo, where around 80% of 
the estimated 1.7 million population live in peri-urban 
settlements (‘barrios’), has a particular challenge with urban 
sanitation. Just 9% of homes are connected to the sewerage 
system. While just over a third of people have a septic tank, 
over half of all Maputo’s faecal sewage is simply buried 
in back yards, which causes contamination of the water 
system.

WSP has been helping enable cost-effective collection and 
disposal of sewage by small contractors, as shown here. 
It has done this by providing investment and equipment, 
building skills and helping the government to create 
appropriate regulations.

Box 6: The importance of targeted interventions: WASH and child stunting in Zimbabwe – 
the SHINE Research Project

Meeting the Global Goals commitment to ‘leaving no one behind’ will call for more programming targeted to 
the needs of specific marginalised or vulnerable groups. One of those is infants, who are more affected by 
poor WASH access than others. Ninety percent of those who die from diarrhoeal disease are aged five or 
under. 

In Zimbabwe, DFID is funding ground-breaking research into child stunting. It has been observed that about 
40% of cases of child stunting in rural Africa can be attributed to either poor nutrition (33%) or poor sanitation 
(7%). The Sanitation, Hygiene, Infant Nutrition Efficacy Project (SHINE) Project is conducting a clinical trial to 
test the hypothesis that continual ingestion of chicken faeces by infants damages the gut and compromises 
the immune system, contributing to stunting. It will publish its results in 2018. If the link is proven, it will 
highlight the importance of targeted hygiene interventions, such as providing play pens for infants while their 
mothers are occupied in the fields. 

(Source: SHINE project documentation)



21

How sustainable are DFID’s WASH results?

Sustainability is a particular challenge in the WASH sector

3.22 Sustainability is a critical factor in achieving WASH impact. To deliver the expected development benefits, 
WASH access needs to become a permanent part of people’s lives. 

3.23 Sustainability in WASH has several dimensions. Water facilities need to be technically sustainable, in relation 
to local conditions and with regard to ongoing maintenance requirements. They need to be anchored 
in sustainable institutional arrangements, often involving a mixture of government institutions and local 
community structures, to make sure they are properly managed. They need to be financially sustainable, 
with a process for generating revenues from government or households to meet the costs of operations 
and maintenance over the long term. Environmental sustainability also needs to be considered; there 
needs to be sufficient water resources to maintain water supplies and for pollution risks from sanitation to 
be managed. 

3.24 Sustainability in sanitation and hygiene also calls for changes in behaviour. The literature is clear that a 
sustained change in hygiene practices calls for intensive engagement by the implementer with beneficiary 
communities over an extended period, with regular reinforcement.18 In Mozambique, staff on one of the 
projects told us that communities that have declared themselves ‘open defecation free’ often relapse, 
because the benefits of sanitation and hygiene are not well understood.

3.25 For these reasons, sustainability is a major challenge for DFID and other donors in the WASH sector. A 2003 
NAO review of DFID’s WASH projects found “a lack of available evidence to assess the extent to which 
DFID’s projects are achieving a lasting beneficial impact. Half of the available assessments concluded that 
it was too early to judge the likelihood of sustainability and, of the remainder, two thirds of reports raised 
doubts and risks as to whether a sustainable impact would be achieved.”19

3.26 Thirteen years on, we find that the situation has not improved substantially. While DFID programme 
documents underline the importance of sustainability, the methods used to monitor and report on 
results of interventions do not incentivise DFID staff or implementing partners to focus on this.

Box 8: Lessons from others: WaterAid’s Sustainability Framework

WaterAid now requires all its WASH programmes to verify the continued function and use of WASH facilities 
at set points (one, three, five and ten years) after their construction. It uses simple ‘red flag’ indicators to 
show when there is a problem that requires further investigation. According to the NGO, “it is unlikely that 
sustainability will be achieved if it is not monitored.”

Source: Sustainability Framework, WaterAid, 2011, p. 32, link

DFID does not approach the sustainability challenge in a systematic way

3.27  The WASH experts that we consulted agreed that long-term sustainability requires a ‘systems development 
approach’ – building national capacity to develop, finance and manage WASH infrastructure and programmes. 
This should be an area of comparative advantage for DFID, given its long experience of system building in other 
sectors, such as health and education.

3.28  We found that while many DFID WASH programmes include investments in national systems, this is not being 
done consistently across the portfolio. One area where DFID is very active is in strengthening national information 
systems for WASH, which features in the majority of the DFID programmes we reviewed. These information 
systems provide partner countries with the means to measure WASH access and identify gaps or slippage in 
hygiene and sanitation practices – an important element of sustainability.

18. Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Evidence Paper, DFID, 2013, link; Level of Behaviour Change Achievable by Handwashing with Soap Interventions: A 
rapid review, DFID, 2015, link.

19. DFID: Maximising impact in the water sector, Comptroller and Auditor General HC, 351 Session 2002-2003, 31 January 2003, para. 8, link. 

C:\Users\Marcus\Downloads\sustainability framework.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/193656/WASH-evidence-paper-april2013.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Output/201086/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2003/01/0203351.pdf
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3.29 DFID’s engagement with national governance is less systematic. For example, many DFID programmes assume 
that national governments will take on responsibility for WASH facilities or activities once DFID’s financing comes 
to an end. This depends on political will, financial resources and institutional capacity, usually at both national 
and local levels. There is no consistent approach for making sure that these conditions are in place. In reality, the 
prospects of successful transfer vary substantially from one country to another. In Nepal and Ethiopia for example, 
DFID’s own analysis says that progress is likely to continue beyond the life of DFID’s programmes. In Zambia, by 
contrast, low government budget allocations to WASH and the slow release of funds were identified by DFID as 
posing a major risk to sustainability, although DFID informs us this situation is now improving.

3.30 Local governance arrangements are also key to sustainability, but tend to lapse if not supported for a sufficient 
period. In the programmes we reviewed, local institutions were not supported for long enough to ensure they 
were sustainable. For example, programmes in Nepal and Vietnam depend upon local governments providing 
continuing support to community groups. Their willingness and capacity to do so is unclear. Some experts 
believe that voluntary community arrangements need to develop into more formal management structures, 
such as public-private partnerships, in order to be sustainable. However, these are not yet a feature of DFID’s 
programming.

3.31  There are also other threats to sustainability that are not being addressed. A key risk in many countries is water 
security. Economic development generates increased pressure on scarce water resources, including from industry 
and commercial agriculture. National governance arrangements are needed to secure the rights of the poor to 
water, in the face of competition from more powerful economic constituencies. Most DFID WASH countries have 
not yet begun to address these longer term sustainability challenges.

3.32  We note that DFID is conducting research on how to achieve sustainability in WASH. This includes trialling some 
innovative new approaches to providing sustainable sanitation services in urban areas jointly with the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation.

The reporting of DFID’s overall results claim is inconsistent and misleading on sustainability

3.33  The indicators for the WASH target in DFID’s Results Framework refer to the number of people who gain 
‘sustainable access’ to clean water and improved sanitation.20 In practice, however, DFID does not attempt to 
measure the sustainability of results at this level. Its internal guidance states that this “would require monitoring 
well beyond the timespan of the [Results Framework]. It is therefore not possible to require that all interventions 
are verified as sustainable”.21 As a result, the 62.9 million result reported by DFID actually measures initial, rather 
than sustainable, access. 

3.34 There is some logic to this position. As DFID’s Results Framework is designed to capture and report results 
achieved within a five year timeframe, it cannot also verify that the results have been sustained for five or ten 
years. Yet it means that the incentives generated by DFID’s Results Framework are to maximise initial WASH access, 
rather than sustainable impact.

3.35  DFID’s 2015 Annual Report omits the word ‘sustainable’ from the results claim.22 However, the summary posted 
on its public website refers to ‘sustainable access’ for water and sanitation, which in our view is inaccurate.23 DFID 
is not, in fact, measuring sustainability.

DFID does not create incentives for its suppliers to focus on sustainability

3.36  DFID does not have effective systems for monitoring the sustainability of its WASH results. Most WASH 
programmes are too short in duration (three to five years) for sustainability to be established and verified within 
the life of the programme. Yet in none of the programmes we reviewed did DFID require its implementers to 
continue monitoring beyond programme completion. In a few instances, we noted that DFID’s partners (such 
as WaterAid and Unicef) were carrying out extended monitoring for their own purposes, but the results were not 
being passed on to DFID.

20. DFID’s Results Framework, DFID, 2014, table 2a, p. 5, link.
21. DFID's Results Framework – Indicator Methodology Note – Clean Drinking Water, & DFID's Results Framework – Indicator Methodology 

Note – Sanitation, DFID, link.
22. DFID Annual Report and Accounts, 2014-15, DFID, July 2015, p.4 & box 4.1, p.32, link.
23. DFID Annual Report and Accounts 2014-15 Results: Water, sanitation and hygiene sector, July 2015, link
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3.37  Sustainability checks are increasingly being adopted as good practice in the WASH sector. This is an area where 
DFID has fallen behind some other donors. For example, the Dutch Development Agency and USAID now 
use sustainability checks for up to ten years after programme completion and these checks can be linked to 
incentive payments or penalties. While the effectiveness of this approach is yet to be proved, experts in the 
sector that we consulted were convinced that sustainability checks are key to encouraging both 
implementers and partner governments to increase their focus on sustainability.

3.38  Across the department, DFID is increasing its use of payment-by-results contracting, where part of 
the payment is withheld until there are verified results.24 This is intended to create stronger 
performance incentives for suppliers. Most of the stakeholders we spoke to were broadly positive about 
the potential for payment-by-results contracting in the WASH sector. Some, however, raised concerns 
that it may not always provide the right incentives for suppliers to focus on sustainable results.

3.39 The centrally managed ‘WASH Payment by Results Programme’ (2013-2018) is DFID’s most substantial trial 
with payment-by-results contracting in WASH. We saw how it is investing £1.8 million in Mozambique on 
sanitation and hygiene. The programme includes a two year ‘sustainability phase’ when the implementer 
is required to focus on consolidating its results, rather than expanding its programming. To support 
payment-by-results contracting, an independent firm is engaged to verify the results, which it does 
rigorously using geolocated survey data.

3.40 The inclusion of the sustainability phase within a five year programme has the effect of compressing 
delivery into three years, which stakeholders considered too short for behaviour-change interventions. 
Respondents recognised the value of independent monitoring, but noted it could be costly and 
time-consuming, taking resources away from implementation. It also means that DFID uses a parallel 
monitoring mechanism, rather than relying on the government’s WASH information systems, which might 
undermine long-term sustainability. Furthermore, monitoring is still limited to the five year life of the 
programme, which is too soon to determine sustainability in sanitation and hygiene.

DFID should consider including targets (or process indicators) in our agreements with key 
partners to incentivise a focus on sustainability rather than purely increasing access. DFID 
can learn from what others are doing in this area. Sustaining services, particularly in water 
supply, is a growing concern and threatens to undermine the potential impact of WASH 
sector investments.

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Portfolio Review, DFID, 2012, p. 8, link.

Box 9: The sustainability challenge 

The DFID funded Protracted Relief Programme in 
Zimbabwe ran from 2008 to 2012, providing a range of 
support to 1.7 million people. Among other things, it built 
latrines, provided water taps in schools and established 
‘School Health Clubs’ to promote handwashing. Three 
years after the completion of the programme, we 
visited five of the schools. While the latrines were still 
in use, the water supply had failed or was intermittent 
in each. In one case the taps were broken and unused. 
Importantly, the School Health Clubs had ceased to 
operate and there was no evidence of handwashing. A 
2013 programme evaluation concluded that governance 
structures at the community level were key to achieving 
sustainable change in hygiene practices.

 24. Smart Guide to Payment-by-Results Contracting, DFID, December 2015, link.

Unused and broken ‘tippy-taps’ in Hovano Secondary 
School, Gokwe, Zimbabwe. 

(ICAI photograph)

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67433/DFID_20WASH_20Portfolio_20Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/352519/Designing-Delivering-PbR-Programmes.pdf
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3.41  There were also concerns in Mozambique about the value of focusing a centrally managed programme 
exclusively on sanitation and hygiene. The local communities we spoke to were clear that sustainable 
changes in sanitation and hygiene could not be achieved without improved access to water. Recognising 
this problem, DFID Mozambique will now direct water investments from a new bilateral programme to the 
same districts. This example indicates how a lack of context-sensitive programming may also pose a threat 
to sustainability.

3.42 It appears that DFID has fallen behind some other donors in this key area of sustainability monitoring. 
For example, the Dutch Development Agency and USAID now use sustainability checks for up to ten 
years after programme completion. This mirrors one of the main conclusions of DFID's 2012 WASH 
Portfolio Review.25 It is also consistent with the findings of an NAO review in 2003, that DFID’s systems 
are designed to maximise its delivery of outputs, rather than sustainable impacts.26 

DFID lacks convincing methods for ensuring value for money across the WASH portfolio

DFID is yet to develop measures for comparing return on investment

3.43  Value for money is a key consideration across the UK aid programme. For DFID, it means “maximising the 
impact of each pound spent to improve poor people’s lives”.27 This does not necessarily mean choosing 
the cheapest option. It means getting to the desired results, taking into account quality and sustainability, 
at the lowest cost. This includes assessing delivery options at the design stage, controlling costs through 
the delivery process and measuring results, so that programmes can increase their impact over time. At 
the portfolio level, it includes monitoring variations in costs and results across countries and programmes, 
so that lessons can be learnt and corrective action taken. 

3.44 DFID does not apply a consistent approach for measuring value for money across its WASH portfolio. 
It assesses delivery options during the design of each project, and it monitors whether implementers 
are delivering their planned outputs according to the budget. However, it is not currently using 
convincing methods for comparing input costs or lifetime investment costs including maintenance 
between programmes. One internal guidance note proposes using Disability Adjusted Life Years (used 
in the public health field to measure changes in the burden of disease) to measure cost-
effectiveness.28 Yet most WASH programmes do not collect this data.

3.45  There is no doubt that WASH is a challenging area for value for money assessment. Other development 
agencies also struggle to do this. Costs vary dramatically, both within and between countries, due to factors 
such as the state of the local economy, population density and geographical conditions. For example, in 
Zimbabwe we saw how the cost of a borehole varied from £3,500 in urban Bulawayo to £27,500 in rural 
Gokwe. Distinguishing natural variation from differences in programme efficiency is not straightforward.

25. Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Portfolio Review, DFID, 2012, p. 8, link. 
26. DFID: Maximising impact in the water sector, Comptroller and Auditor General HC, 351 Session 2002-2003, 31 January 2003, link.
27. DFID’s Approach to Value for Money, DFID, July 2011, p. 2, link.
28. DFID's Value for Money guidance for WASH programmes, 2015, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67433/DFID_20WASH_20Portfolio_20Review.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2003/01/0203351.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67479/DFID-approach-value-money.pdf
http://vfm-wash.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/VFM-WASH-how-to-do-VFM-analysis-ON-WEBSITE.pdf
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3.46  To address this challenge, DFID has commissioned a two year research programme into value for money 
in WASH. The first results, reported in August 2015,29 confirmed our own findings that data on value for 
money across DFID’s portfolio is limited, variable in quality and difficult to compare. The study has 
proposed techniques and indicators for value for money assessment that should benefit both DFID and 
other development partners.

29. The results are available here.
30. Smart Guide to Payment-by-Results Contracting, DFID, December 2015, not yet published.
31. The £34 million support to improved water and sanitation in rural areas Zimbabwe, link.
32. The £3.9 million capacity building agent role for the Supporting Transformation of Rural WASH Service Delivery Programme in Mozambique  (beginning 

January 2016) was not tendered but assigned by DFID to SNV. See the Business Case Section Commerical Case, Section B Direct Procurement. Link. 

Box 10: DFID’s operational research into value for money 

DFID has commissioned research into value for money across six countries: Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, Pakistan and Zambia. It sought to assess both ‘cost efficiency’ (the cost of providing access to a water 
point or sanitation facility per assumed beneficiary) and ‘cost effectiveness’ (the cost per actual beneficiary) 
across DFID programmes. It found that this data was not available for many programmes (mirroring our finding 
that DFID does not measure ‘actual beneficiaries’ for most of its programmes). Where the data was available, 
there were large variations across both indicators between countries, resulting in very different rates of return 
on the investments. The drivers of cost difference were found to be complex and multifaceted, including 
economic, social, demographic and hydro-geographical factors. 

Bangladesh Ethiopia Mozambique Nigeria Pakistan Zambia

Water

- cost-efficiency

- cost-effectiveness

$21

$27-32

$27

-

$79

$132

$31 $4-6*

Sanitation

-  cost-efficiency

-  cost-effectiveness $6.9

$4.5

-

-

-

$14 $10.6

$4.1

$3.4**

* These are humanitarian relief programmes, where per capita costs are usually much lower.
**Cost per person who gained access to a sanitation facility and also received hygiene promotion messages. 
Costs are expressed in US dollars and refer to programme costs only; gaps indicate where data is unavailable. 

Source: Value for Money analysis of DFID funded WASH programmes in six countries – Synthesis Report, Oxford Policy Management, August 2015, link.

3.47 The recent trend towards payment-by-results contracting may help to drive improvements in the efficiency 
in WASH programming. However, as new DFID guidance acknowledges,30 care must be taken to choose a 
model that creates the right incentives for suppliers to maximise results. DFID is currently experimenting 
with payment-by-results on a centrally managed programme, to generate lessons on what works in the 
WASH sector.

3.48 We have seen how value for money assessments are made for individual projects and programmes. 
However, the absence of value for money measures across the portfolio makes it impossible for either 
DFID or ourselves to draw conclusions about the overall value that DFID is achieving in its WASH portfolio 
as a whole.

Competitive tendering is not standard across the portfolio

3.49  In the absence of value for money metrics across the portfolio, basic procedures such as competitive 
tendering can play an important role in ensuring greater economy. In both our case study countries 
however, we found that the major WASH programmes – a Unicef programme in Zimbabwe31 and a 
programme managed by the Dutch NGO, SNV, in Mozambique32 – had not been competitively tendered. 
In fact, none of the programmes delivered by Unicef, which account for around 60% of DFID’s overall 
results for WASH, had been subject to competitive tendering. ICAI recognises that working with 
multilateral partners is invariably seen as different from working with NGOs and commercial providers. 
However, ICAI has previously noted the potential value for money benefit of subjecting programme 
delivery contracts with multilaterals to a market test.

-

- -

-

-

-

-

http://vfm-wash.org/
https://devtracker.dfid.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-202691
https://devtracker.dfid.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-204856/documents
http://vfm-wash.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/OPM-2015-Synthesis-report-of-6-VFM-WASH-studies.pdf
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Learning in the WASH portfolio

3.50 We explored whether DFID’s WASH portfolio is becoming better at delivering impact by generating and 
applying lessons from research and experience. We found good evidence of learning in a range of areas.

3.51  At the central level, DFID is a significant investor in research and innovation on WASH. It has helped to 
strengthen the international architecture for WASH through the 'Sanitation and Water for All initiative', 
while building an evidence base to support policy and planning. DFID has supported improvements in 
data quality – for example, through the ‘Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking Water’, 
which reports on developing countries policies and expenditure on WASH. DFID is also a major funder of 
the WHO/Unicef Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation, which generated the data 
for MDGs reporting.

3.52  DFID’s research programmes on WASH include the SHINE programme in Zimbabwe, the ‘Sanitation and 
Hygiene Applied Research for Equity’ (SHARE) programme (which among other things looks at gender-
related violence), and research by the World Health Organization on resilience and adaptation to 
climate change.33 There is research underway on improving value for money and sustainability in WASH.

3.53  Much of this research is accessible online on the DFID funded R4D website.34 The external stakeholders we 
spoke to all acknowledged the value of DFID’s investment in knowledge generation. We saw less evidence 
of DFID making use of lessons from other agencies.

3.54 At the programme level, there are ‘lessons learned’ sections in each annual review and programme 
completion report. These provide opportunities for programme managers to assess what is or is not 
working and make corrections. In addition, more than half of the programmes we reviewed had been 
subject to, or were planning, an external evaluation.

3.55  We encountered several good examples of learning and adaptation within programmes and country 
portfolios. For example, in Mozambique, DFID found that budget support was having limited impact 
on WASH results, owing to weaknesses in government policies and systems. It therefore shifted to 
programmes that were focused on more specific objectives and locations, while at the same time 
helping to improve the government’s management of the sector. Conversely, in Ethiopia, DFID changed 
its programme to include support for sector governance and human resource development, so as to 
increase sustainability. In the face of a changing climate, it also increased its investment in national water 
resources, while supporting civil society organisations to engage on equity issues and the needs of women 
and girls. In Zimbabwe, after initial problems with the Unicef-led Rural Wash Programme, DFID put in place 
an improvement plan. This led to more effective implementation, more focused results management, 
strengthened oversight, more effective engagement between the key stakeholders and a step change  
in results.

3.56 There is less evidence of lessons being shared effectively between country offices and with central 
departments. DFID did not hold an annual advisor retreat in 2015 (saying instead it held a ‘virtual retreat’) 
and its internal WASH ‘theme site’ has fallen into disuse. There is no structured process for compiling and 
sharing lessons from annual reports and project completion reports.35 There is also limited knowledge 
exchange between WASH advisors and those working in related fields, such as health, education, rural 
development and women’s empowerment. DFID has considerable experience of building sustainable 
institutions in sectors such as health and education, and could draw on this experience for its WASH 
portfolio.

33. Building adaptation to climate change in health in least developed countries through resilient WASH, WHO, 2016, link.
34. Research for development, DFID, link.
35. This was a key finding also in our review of How DFID Learns, ICAI, 2014, p.23, link. 

http://www.who.int/globalchange/projects/wash/en/
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Search/SearchResults.aspx?search=themesearch&Projects=True&Documents=True&SearchType=3&Topic=11
http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/How-DFID-Learns-FINAL.pdf


27

4 Issues and recommendations
4.1  While we conclude that DFID’s claim of reaching 62.9 million is a valid indication of the UK’s contribution to  

extending WASH access, we identify a number of concerns that need to be resolved in the short to medium 
term. In this section, we make broad recommendations and highlight issues of concern that need to be 
addressed. We expect the DFID management response to this report to outline how the department will go 
about addressing each of these areas of concern and the time period over which it will make a full response. 

On results

Recommendation 1

4.2  DFID should improve the measurement and reporting of the development impact of its WASH programmes, 
particularly for vulnerable groups. 

Issues of concern

4.3  DFID does not systematically monitor the impact of its programming on priority groups who suffer 
disproportionately from poor WASH access (including children, women and girls, the aged and people with 
disabilities). Monitoring methods that capture actual usage rather than assumed access would provide more 
accurate results.

4.4  DFID does not regularly collect data on the wider development impact of its WASH interventions, such as on 
health outcomes or girls’ school attendance, even where this information is readily available. Monitoring of 
emerging impact, even on a limited sample basis, would help DFID assess whether its programmes need to be 
adjusted in order to maximise impact.

4.5  Although DFID undertakes evaluations for individual projects, DFID does not have sufficient data to assess 
whether its WASH programming overall is having the desired wider impacts on development.

On sustainability

Recommendation 2

4.6  DFID should embed sustainability in its WASH programming and measure how well this is implemented.

Issues of concern

4.7  DFID’s Results Framework claims to report the number of people who have achieved sustainable access to clean 
water and improved sanitation and hygiene. In practice, however, DFID is currently measuring and reporting initial, 
not sustained, access.

4.8  DFID does not gather evidence systematically to demonstrate whether its WASH results are being sustained after 
its funding ends.

4.9  In the absence of a systematic approach to achieving sustainability in WASH programming, attention given to the 
institutional and financial dimensions of sustainability varies from programme to programme.

4.10  The typical three to five year duration of DFID’s WASH programmes is often too short to ensure sustainability. 
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On value for money

Recommendation 3

4.11  DFID should act quickly on the results of its value for money research to develop a suitable framework for 
measuring value and guiding programming choices.

Issues of concern

4.12  While we recognise that research into value for money is underway, DFID is not yet using a convincing 
methodology or consistent data to enable it to compare the return on its investment across WASH programmes 
to help identify inefficient programmes.

4.13  The WASH programmes implemented by Unicef (which make up 60% of WASH results) are not subject to 
competitive tender. In the absence of competitive tendering, DFID may need additional methods for assessing 
whether Unicef represents value for money compared to alternative delivery options, including NGOs and 
commercial providers. 

4.14  DFID’s move towards the use of payment-by-results in WASH is potentially a positive step, but needs to be 
undertaken carefully in order to create the right incentives for suppliers to focus on sustainable results. There are 
tensions to be managed between the need for independent verification of results in a results-based contract 
and the goal of strengthening national monitoring systems.

On learning

Recommendation 4

4.15  DFID should improve how learning on WASH (including from its research programmes) is shared throughout  
the organisation.

Issues of concern

4.16  DFID does not systematically capture and disseminate lessons from its own programmes generated by annual 
reports and programme completion reports. There is no regular reporting on achievements and lessons learned 
across the portfolio. 

4.17  Lessons from DFID funded research on WASH are not being fully reflected in project design and  
monitoring documentation.

4.18  DFID could invest more in knowledge exchange between WASH and related sectors, such as health and 
education, to improve how the wider results of WASH interventions are measured. This would also help in 
identifying how WASH programmes and programmes in other sectors can reinforce each other. 
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Annex 1 Methodology
Our approach consisted of a number of elements. We assembled and analysed available information on impact 
from across DFID’s WASH portfolio and DFID’s results claims. No new impact data was generated. Instead the 
focus was on examining data which was already available and subjecting it to various tests of credibility.

i. We undertook a literature review, drawing mainly on existing reviews and syntheses.

ii. We undertook a high-level portfolio review where we mapped DFID's WASH activities and expenditure
over the period, capturing information such as where spending took place, types of projects, their
objectives and key activities and delivery partners.

iii. We looked at DFID’s methods for collecting results data and measuring value for money. We also
reviewed DFID’s research information and how lessons are captured and shared across the portfolio.

iv. We conducted desk reviews of 25% of the 71 programmes that contributed to DFID’s Results
Framework by examining programme documentation and conducting telephone interviews. Our
sample (which included 4 centrally managed programmes, 13 country-based programmes and 1
multilateral partnership) was purposely selected so as to cover half of the results reported and a range
of programme types and delivery channels. It also included a random selection (8 of the 18 projects).
We used an analytical framework based on learning from the literature review. This allowed
comparisons to be made against common assessment criteria for each of the sample programmes.

v. We prepared detailed case studies of DFID’s WASH programming in two countries: Mozambique
and Zimbabwe. We gathered evidence in three areas: how DFID seeks to maximise impact; how it
measures impact; and how it ensures sustainability. In two-week visits to each country, we interviewed
stakeholders, including implementers, government counterparts and other donors, and visited a
sample of implementation sites. We assessed the range and quality of results data reported at the
programme level and compared it with plans and targets. During the site visits, we paid particular
attention to whether the institutional, technical and financial conditions were in place to achieve
sustainable results. Mozambique and Zimbabwe were selected because of their high density of WASH
programming. We selected a minimum of two sites per programme to visit. These were geographically
disbursed and chosen to demonstrate the range of project interventions undertaken (eg urban, rural).
We prioritised project sites where interventions had been fully operational for at least two years. We
are aware that results from these two countries are not representative of the portfolio as a whole.
However, they yielded useful insights to complement other data sources.

vi. We consulted 30 external stakeholders and experts both in the UK and abroad. Both our methodology
and this report were independently peer reviewed, and the methodology can be read in full on the
ICAI website.36

 36. Assessing UK Aid’s Results in Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH): Approach Paper, ICAI, September 2015, link.

http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-ICAI-WASH-Approach-Paper_FOR-PUBLICATION-09102015.pdf
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Limitations to the methodology

There were a number of limitations to our methodology. We were able to assess the credibility of DFID’s 
results claims against the underlying data, feedback from stakeholders and other information sources. 
However, we did not conduct an independent impact assessment, which would have involved monitoring 
over an extended period. Where there were gaps in DFID’s impact data, we were not able to reach our own 
conclusions on the results achieved.
There were also limits to our ability to conclude on value for money. In the face of wide variations in WASH 
delivery costs between and within countries, we found that DFID does not collect data on standard value for 
money indicators that would have enabled direct comparison. However, we have drawn attention to areas 
where DFID could do more to maximise value for money.
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Annex 2 Detail of scoring

Question 1: Impact

What has been the impact of DFID’s WASH programming in the 2011-2015 Results 
Framework period?

DFID reported that it had helped 62.9 million people improve their access to water, 
sanitation and/or hygiene between 2011 and 2015. We found that this results claim 
was calculated using appropriate methods and conservative assumptions. While this 
figure is based on assumed rather than actual use, the figure is a credible indicator of 
the UK’s total contribution to extending global WASH access.

There is evidence that DFID’s WASH programmes have generated a range of wider 
development impacts, including reductions in water-borne diseases and increases in 
school attendance. However, as impact data is not routinely collected, we cannot 
assess where and to what extent these wider results are being achieved.

DFID’s WASH investments target some of the poorest and most marginalised 
communities within its partner countries (particularly in rural areas and urban slums). 
However, DFID lacks mechanisms for targeting its WASH support towards the most 
vulnerable individuals within communities. This is an important gap in the light of 
the Global Goals commitment to ‘leaving no one behind’.

DFID is not yet using credible methods for comparing efficiency and cost-
effectiveness across WASH programmes. This makes it impossible to reach overall 
conclusions about the value for money of the portfolio. DFID recognises this 
challenge and is in the process of improving its approach to value for money 
through independent research. The programmes delivered by Unicef, which DFID 
told us accounted for around 60% of the total results on WASH, were not subject to 
competitive tendering. Agreements with multilateral organisations such as Unicef 
make it hard for DFID to put these out to formal competition. 

Question 2: Results Measurement 

Are the aggregate WASH results reported under the DFID’s Results Framework 
based on credible evidence?

DFID’s reported results for WASH at the departmental level are based on credible 
data. The projects that we examined were subject to regular review and scrutiny, 
and we saw credible processes for collating, reviewing and validating outputs from 
WASH programmes. 

However, results reported at the departmental level do not measure sustainable 
access, even though sustainability is included in DFID’s WASH target. In practice 
they report only initial access. 

We found that DFID does not routinely collect information on the health and 
education results of WASH programmes, even when this data is readily available. 
Collecting impact data, even on a sample basis, would enable DFID to adjust its 
programmes in real time, so as to maximise results. It would also make DFID better 
placed to target its investment towards the most vulnerable individuals within 
communities.

We found programme monitoring to be strong, and we saw good evidence of DFID 
adapting its programmes and country portfolios as a result of lessons learned. 
However, there is less evidence that lessons are being effectively shared between 
country offices, or with related sectors such as health and education.
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Question 3: Sustainability

Has the impact from DFID’s WASH programming proved sustainable? 

Sustainability is a particular challenge in the WASH sector. We found that DFID does 
not have a coherent strategy for addressing sustainability. While many programmes 
include investments in building national systems, this is not done systematically. 

WASH programmes are generally too short in duration to enable the conditions 
for sustainability to be built. In addition, DFID does not require its implementers to 
monitor whether results have been sustained beyond the life of the programme. In 
this respect, DFID has fallen behind some other donors. 

We conclude that the systems used by DFID to measure results incentivise a focus 
on extending initial WASH access, rather than achieving sustainable results.
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