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The on-site 
sanitation 

sector 
arguably has 

more local 
private 
sector 

involvement 
than does 
the water 

sector. 
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1. Why sanitation entrepreneurs are worth a closer look 
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2. Towards a typology of sanitation entrepreneurs  
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We will      
focus on 

entrepreneurs 
that provide 

sanitation 
services. 



BPD WATER AND SANITATION 
ENGAGING SANITATION ENTREPRENEURS - PAGE 3 

�

0������4
����5 �6 ���
���6 ����
�� "
���

�������
��

�	�
	��������	��������������������

���������� �
"�����
��+����������
�����

� ������
���
����������������
�����
�������� �
�����

-��
� �� ����		����� ��
��������������

�������� �����������:��
�����	� ���;���������
��

����������
����������������
���
������	
�� ���'�����
���		����� ��������
����������� ��	���


������%���

� ��&��
����������

�����������������������������������

���������

�

1��������������������
���:��	� ����;������������
���������
��
� �3�

• �������
��
��������
�������������������
���������������������
�<����
�����������������

�

�
���������������������� 
���������
���
�����������������

���
�������������

������
��

������ �
"���������
�� ������� �����%�����
	�������������
����&���'��
�������������������

�
���
� � �����%��	���
�������
�"�&�����
��
����
��� ������
�������
�������������������

� ���	�� ������

• ����
������
��������
��������������������
�������������������
����
���������������
�

�����
���

� ��������������������������������
�����
	������������
��������������������


��������������

�	��� �������
����

������������	

��%��	��

������	�������

�� ������

��������������&�����������	�����
�	�����
��
���� ����
�)������������������������

��������

����/ �"�
������������	
������
���������� 

����������

• ����������
�����������
���������� �������������������������������
������

���������� ��������������
��������
������
������$������ �����������	������
�
������

������ �����
�����������	��
���������������������

�� ������1��������
�� ���������������
�

���
�����
������
��
��

�����
��������	� �������������������
�����
��������������������

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

1 And there is no example of real “independent private operators” on the marketing activity, which is typically an 
activity carried out by NGOs or consultants directly connected to the foreign aid market. 
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The broader 
public interest 

justifies the 
involvement of 

the public sector 
in what is 

otherwise an 
often private 

transaction 
between 

households and, 
typically informal, 

sanitation 
providers.   
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3. Why engage with sanitation entrepreneurs? 
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Box 1. Brief review of existing literature: an overview 
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The diversity of 
relationships 

involved in 
sanitation 

management is 
impressive.  

Yet the majority 
often see little 

direct 
involvement of 

public 
authorities  
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2 Merely trying to use regulation as a means to protect the public good, by imposing strict conditions on providers 
and controls on households is unlikely to achieve the desired effect.  This will drive up costs and reduce the diversity 
of services available to households, pushing them from away from formal services into self-help and the informal 
market (with probably undesirable consequences for the public good). 
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Is one reason 
that many 

entrepreneurs 
are in the 

informal sector 
due to the high 

costs of being a 
‘formal’ 

sanitation 
entrepreneur?  
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How many 
good examples 

are there of 
outsiders 

helping 
entrepreneurs 

achieve 
economies of 

scale – in 
sanitation or 

other sectors? 
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3 Another line of argument, worth airing, is that engaging with informal markets risks robbing them of much of their 
dynamism.  The “do-nothing” argument certainly merits discussion when it comes to talking of engagement. 
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Does this ‘non-
competition’ 

present a 
crucial 

opportunity for 
the sanitation 

sector 
(compared at 

least to the 
tensions 

around 
supporting 

small urban 
water 

operators)? 
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Working with 
entrepreneurs 
is not more 
difficult in the 
sanitation 
sector than for 
water sector –
the dynamics 
and drivers of 
engagement 
are likely   quite 
different. 

For two thirds of 
urban 
households – 
and an 
overwhelming 
majority of rural 
households – 
on-site 
sanitation will 
remain for a 
long time the 
only way to 
have access to 
sanitation.   
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5. Tailoring our thinking to sanitation’s sub-markets 
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On-site sanitation – Latrine builders 
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4 Collective or semi-collective sanitation.  Moving beyond strictly on-site sanitation, apart from a few very specific 
niches (e.g. real estate investors), independent providers have not so far developed much activity relating to 
collective sanitation (sewers).  Sewerage still remains the territory of (public or private) dominant operators such as 
SODECI in Côte d’Ivoire, ONAS in Senegal, ONEA in Burkina Faso (more recently) or municipal departments in 
many countries.  The situation is slightly different in the case of semi-collective sanitation (small bore sewer networks 
covering a small-scale area but offering to the customers the service level of a sewer connection).  Semi-collective 
sanitation can also involve other kinds of independent providers: (i) the property developers, who already invest in 
semi collective sanitation and could be encouraged to generalize their investment; (ii) small-scale providers or CBOs 
contracted to maintain and repair the sewer networks (e.g. Bamako). 
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There is an 
interesting 
attempt to 

improve the 
practice in Dar 

es Salaam, 
supported by 
LSHTM and 

WaterAid – we 
may hear more 

about it at the 
roundtable. 
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The 
background 
reading on 
the Dakar 
case sheds 
more light on 
this aspect 
and its 
challenges 

Vacuum trucks 
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5 Which is not to say that the technical performance of many public systems in Africa is stellar.  But perhaps 
comparisons are not made on a ‘level playing field’. 
6 The case of Diabeso Saniya in Bamako could be an interesting one to document a little bit further – as an example 
of the difficulty of an independent provider to access credit and land to build a sludge dumping site that is not in use 
for many reasons (see Hydroconseil, 2007, unpublished).  It is extremely likely that more and more independent 
providers occupy this market segment in sub-Saharan capital cities. 

A good opportunity for building 
partnerships? 

Contrary to the other segments, private 
providers have a hard time dealing with 
the downstream segment, which is the 
segment that obviously requires more 

investment, more involvement from the 
local authority to enforce regulations and 
regulate the market, more technical skills, 
etc.  Building partnerships makes sense 
when each partner has a strong stake in 

doing so – in that respect, the 
downstream segment might be the more 

interesting one to experiment new ways of 
involving independent providers. 
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Recent work 
on “sanitation 

marketing” 
has arguably 

tended to 
focus more on 
understanding 

and 
promoting 

demand than 
it has on 

understanding 
and 

facilitating the 
supply of 

sanitation 
services 

Who can 
‘bring on 

board’ the 
informal 
private 

sector?  And 
will they want 

to join?  

If the 
sanitation 

MDG is to be 
taken 

seriously, the 
sheer 

prevalence in 
the urban 
sanitation 
market of 

independent 
entrepreneurs 

argues for 
closer 

attention to be 
paid.   
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7 In this respect, it would probably be more interesting to focus the research effort on documenting the “indigenous” 
technologies, i.e. the technological solutions that have been generated by the market itself and not by foreign aid. 

Getting in and out of the market 
It is generally accepted, under the 

assumption that sanitation is a market, 
that it is beneficial to the sector to reduce 
the “barriers to entry” and thus help get 
new providers into the market.  Perhaps 
less intuitively, many economists argue 

that decreasing “barriers to exit” (i.e. 
making it easier for entrepreneurs to 

leave the sector) increases the number of 
entrepreneurs to begin with.  This issue is 

rarely explored and it could be very 
valuable to pay this more attention in any 

future work. 
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We assume 
that providers 

usually 
perform 

reasonably 
well serving 

the richest 
60% and 

badly on the 
poorest 20%.  
Yet very few 
studies have 

looked at this.  
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