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Abstract 
 
Realising universal access to drinking water across sub-Saharan Africa has remained a perennial issue 
over the past couple of decades. The search for a solution has tolerated many different initiatives – 
often in conflict – promoting community, public or private sector water approaches in effort to 
address the water provision lacunae. All of these approaches, however, have struggled to ensure 
water quality, universal access and sustainable consumption levels. In this paper, therefore, we argue 
that there is a need to move beyond the notion of ideological panaceas, and critically unpack the 
multiple and conflicted dimensions of drinking water provision and how they can be enacted to realise 
the laudable goal of safe drinking water for all. To achieve this, we draw upon the concept of 
institutional bricolage developed by Frances Cleaver and apply it to a case study about water 
purification project in Sierra Leone that embodied both technological and governance innovations. 
We conclude that interventions into water provision scenarios are not about finding neat solutions, 
but rather are about gradually reshaping the institutional dynamics that surround water governance. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Over the past three decades, a global water governance regime has emerged which, among other 

objectives, has focused on the issue of realising universal access to safe drinking water around the 

world. Acrimonious debates have often emerged focused on whether drinking water provision is best 

realised through state-centric delivery models or more neoliberal approaches such water privatisation 

(Swyngedouw, 2009; Hall et al., 2014). These debates notwithstanding, the achievement of 

sustainable governance frameworks for improved drinking water access in many contexts has 

remained elusive (Bakker, 2013: 280). In sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, it has been a perennial 

challenge with the World Health Organisation (WHO) and UNICEF (2014) noting that while the world, 

as a collective whole, met the Millennium Development Goal of “halv[ing] the proportion of the 

population without sustainable access to safe drinking water” by 2015. In 2010, 45 countries were, 

and are still not, on track to meet the target. Most of these countries are in sub-Saharan Africa. Of the 

more than 700 million people still lacking access to improved sources of drinking water, nearly half 

are reportedly in this region (WHO and UNICEF, 2014; Salami et al., 2014). In response to this 

challenge, recent literature, broadly under the rubric of political ecology, has argued that there is a 

need to move towards a more critical understanding of the different process of water(s) provision – 

including technologies and governance regimes – and how these align or not with different socio-
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economic institutional settings (Page, 2003; Loftus, 2009; Budds and McGranahan, 2003; Budds and 

Sultana, 2013; Bakker, 2013; Sultana and Loftus, 2012). The debate advocates to move beyond the 

notion of ideological panaceas (e.g., water privatisation), and critically unpack the multiple and 

conflicted dimensions of drinking water provision and how they can be enacted to realise the laudable 

goal of safe drinking water for all. 

 

In this paper, we critically explore the dilemma of water provision in sub-Saharan Africa through an 

institutional bricolage lens (Cleaver, 2012) – a conceptualisation that recognises that drinking water 

provision is often realised through messy and dynamic governance scenarios, with people using a 

multiplicity of mechanisms to satisfy their needs with different grades of success. We exemplify these 

processes, through a case study on a water purification project, embodying both technological and 

governance innovations. The project, implemented in Sierra Leone by an NGO called Energy For 

Opportunity (EFO), is a social enterprise based program developed in conjunction with communities 

and funded by United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DfID). This case study 

will be used to explain socio-hydrological relations in Sub-Saharan Africa and their relevance for 

realising universal drinking water provision. 

 

Institutional Bricolage and Governing water access in sub-Saharan Africa 

Emerging as independent states since the late-1950s, the countries of sub-Saharan Africa inherited a 

hodgepodge and haphazard mixture of drinking water infrastructure and governance regimes from 

their previous colonial administrations. These colonial administrations had almost exclusively focused 

on water provision and sanitation in urban settlements, neglecting water provision in rural contexts 

and when the colonial regimes ended, there was great inequity in terms of water provision between 

rural and urban populations (Cairncross, 1988). Nevertheless, the persuasive paradigm of 

‘modernisation’ still influenced the understanding of water problems and solutions in the post-

colonial era, with large-scale engineering and piping systems seen as necessary mechanisms to 

address water supply woes. This inherited colonial water and sanitation regime, however, proved to 

be ineffective in addressing broader water issues, and exacerbated the already existing gaps between 

water supply in rural and urban areas (Nilsson, 2006). Contemporary African governments now often 

struggle to maintain urban water supply systems (Jacobsen et al., 2013), further resulting in the rural 

neglect.  The water supply sector in each of these countries, especially since the 1980s, has therefore 

become increasingly dependent on international aid in order to try and realised its objectives 

(Cairncross, 1988). Large-scale efforts have been made through aid programs to enhance government 

water supply infrastructure across sub-Saharan Africa; in spite of which, many projects struggled to 
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achieve their objectives (Najlis and Edwards, 1991; Page, 2003; Hall et al., 2014; Therkildsen, 1988; 

Cairncross, 1992). The search for a solution has continue with different initiatives,  promoting 

community, public or private sector water approaches in effort to address the water provision 

lacunae. All of these approaches, however, have struggled to achieve the main of objective universal 

water access (Budds and McGranahan, 2003).  

 

Part of the reason behind this struggle has been the universalising rhetoric that often accompanies 

the water crisis dilemma. Water scarcity is often framed in a simplistic narrative that can be resolved 

through universal policy cure-alls (i.e., putting a market value on water) or policy process (i.e., the 

participation of all stakeholders) (Harris et al., 2015). Such framings fail to acknowledge how water 

storage and flows are moderated by social, political, economic, and cultural relations and that these 

relations are, in turn, influenced by the materiality and physicality of water (Budds, 2009; Linton, 2010; 

Linton and Budds, 2014; Swyngedouw, 1996; Budds et al., 2014; Melo Zurita et al., 2015). The lack of 

access to drinking water in many parts of the developing world therefore, is often not explained by 

immediate physical scarcity, or population pressure or technical incapacity; but by how water services 

are often organised and managed so as to deprive access to certain groups (Linton and Budds, 2014; 

Johnston, 2003). Solving the ‘water scarcity’ is not about finding a policy panacea, but rather attending 

the specific institutional arrangements surrounding water governance in a given context (Harris et al., 

2015). 

 

Francis Cleaver’s (2012) notion of ‘institutional bricolage’ offers a analytical approach from which to 

unpack and understand how these institutional arrangements shape social conditions that affect 

water access. Institutions, in such conception, are understood as being the systems of rules, decision-

making procedures, and programs that give rise to social practices, and guide interactions among the 

participants of relevant roles. They represent socialised ways of facilitating, or constraining, societal 

action – the norms (informal), the rules (formal) and the social arrangements that underpin a society 

(Young, 2002). While bricolage is a French term meaning to make creative and resourceful use of 

whatever materials are at hand, regardless of their original purpose (Cleaver, 2012). Institutional 

bricolage, therefore, is subsequently defined “as a process in which people consciously and non-

consciously draw on existing social formulae (styles of thinking, models of cause and effect, social 

norms and sanctioned social roles and relationships) to patch or piece together institutions in 

response to changing situations” (Cleaver, 2012: 45). It includes a focus on “the interactions between 

the natural and social worlds rather than a narrower concern with predicting and improving the 
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outcomes of particular institutional processes” (Cleaver, 2012: 13). Karen Bakker provides a neat 

vignette of the institutional bricolage of water acquisition in a ‘developing world’ urban context. 

Both rich and poor households, on any given day, use several different types of water: 
groundwater for bathing, bottled water for drinking, and rainwater for washing laundry. They 
interact with a range of different water providers: the municipal water supply network, the 
tanker-truck driver, the local water vendor, and the bottled water seller. And they use a variety 
of supply technologies, from highly industrialized to artisanal: individual household wells or 
rainwater collection systems, reticulated water networks, water pumps, and gravity-fed roof 
tanks. Acquiring water is a complex and time-consuming task, and it requires intimate 
knowledge of the political ecology of the city’s water: where it flows at different times of year 

and how cost and quality vary across time and space (Bakker, 2010: 21). 

This indicates that in order to facilitate an enabling environment for rural water service delivery  

(Moriarty et al., 2013), there is a need to pay attention to not only improving the ‘material’ access to 

water (e.g., through technologies) but also shaping the broader institutional arrangements (informal 

and informal) that managed and condition this access. It is about understanding and changing the 

connections between institutions, technologies, places and politics and how they are situated in water 

governance scenarios (Page, 2003). 

 

 

Figure 1 - Map of Sierra Leone's Districts 

 

In this paper, drawing upon an institutional bricolage approach, we critically examine a water 

purification project in Sierra Leone. The project was implemented by the local NGO Energy For 

Opportunity (EFO) and involved a combination of solar purification technologies, market mechanisms 

and community participation, to promote a source of purified water (known as SolaWata in Krio, Sierra 

Leone’s lingua franca) to nine villages across the north of the country located in the districts of 

Bombali, Koinadugu and Kambia (see Map 1 and Table 1).  This paper draws upon semi-structured 

interviews with government staff, district health officers, shop owners, and SolaWata consumers; 

household surveys conducted across the nine target villages, and internal NGO data and reports. The 
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objective of this paper is not to the evaluate the success of the project, as arguably its impacts are at 

a nascent stage making such an evaluation premature, rather we critically examine some of the 

dilemmas the project encountered during its first few months of operation and the insights that it can 

provide for water provision in rural sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

Table 1 - List of Communities with Solawata Installations 

Community Name  

District 

Population 

(approximate) 

Households 

(approximate) 

Installation  

Date 

Kamabai Bombali 4,000 336 March 2013 

Kamakwie Bombali 17,500 1,750 January 2013 

Kassirie Kambia 5,500 430 January 2013 

Mambolo Kambia 5,500 423 December 2012 

Rokupr Kambia 11,000 786 January 2013 

Tawuya Kambia 3,500 184 December 2012 

Bafodia Koinadugu 5,800 417 February 2013 

Bendugu Koinadugu 3,500 313 December 2012 

Sinkunia Koinadugu 2,700 218 January 2013 

 

 
3. The geography of Sierra Leone’s drinking water governance  
 
Historically, Sierra Leone has struggled with the provision of rural water supplies (Logan, 1986; Wright, 

1986; Bah, 1988; 1992; Akiwumi, 2005); however, the country’s civil war (1991-2001) in particular is 

recognised as devastating the country’s water infrastructure, its institutions and the water supply 

regimes (AMCOW, 2011; Cross et al., 2009; Tearfund, 2005). In 2008 it was estimated that only 26% 

of the country’s rural population had access to safe drinking water sources (AMCOW, 2011). During 

2012, the issue of this lack of access was dramatically exemplified when the country experienced a 

cholera epidemic throughout its north (the target area for the SolaWata project examined here), 

which resulted in 22,815 reported cases and 296 deaths (Nguyen et al., 2014).  Thus, while since the 

end of the civil war a number of reforms have occurred in the country’s water sector, progress towards 

improving drinking water access, especially in rural areas, has been slow (Tearfund, 2005; AMCOW, 

2011). 

 

Water supply in Sierra Leone currently falls under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Energy and Water 

Resources (MEWR), which oversees sectorial leadership and regulation. While service development 

and provision is specifically managed by two parastatal companies: the Guma Valley Water Company 

(GVWC) and the Sierra Leone Water Company  (SALWACO) (Yillia et al., 2009). GVMC is commissioned 

to supply water to the capital city of Freetown and its environs, drawing water from a dam in the 
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middle of the nearby Western Area Peninsula National Park (Munro, 2009). SALWACO was initially 

commissioned in 2001 to provide water to six urban centres outside of Freetown (i.e., Bo, Kenema, 

Koidu, Makeni, Kabala, Lungi); however, since 2004 it has ostensibly been in charge of realising rural 

water supply across the country as well. Eventually, SALWACO is supposed to relinquish service 

delivery responsibility to the local councils that were established in the post-civil war era (enshrined 

in the Local Government Act of 2004). This is to occur as soon as the local government capacity 

improves; however, the exact time period in which this is to supposed to transpire is unclear (AMCOW, 

2011; UNECA, 2007).  GVWC and, to a lesser extent, SALWACO were designed to be largely self-

financing parastatals; however, due to ageing infrastructure, non-payment of bills and illegal 

connections to water supplies, they have both struggled financially and have been heavily reliant of 

government and donor funding (AMCOW, 2011; Shepler, 2010; Tearfund, 2005; Harris et al., 2012; 

Cross et al., 2009). 

 

While SALWACO is supposed to oversee rural water supply infrastructure, in practice it has mainly 

focused its development on larger-scale systems on urban centres and larger villagers, broadly 

neglecting water supply infrastructure for smaller and more remote communities (Tearfund, 2005; 

Cross et al., 2009). Improved drinking water supply systems in these centres, therefore, has 

subsequently been reliant on aid agencies and NGO projects as well as self-initiated projects by 

communities and individuals (Tearfund, 2005). Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) committees are 

meant to be set up at the village level by the MEWR or by an NGO active in that area, to operate and 

maintain the infrastructure. These committees, in theory, are supposed to charge fees for the use of 

water in order to finance any repairs; recent research indicates, however, that this is rarely practiced 

effectively (Harris et al., 2012). There is also supposed to be coherent coordination and 

communication between SALWACO, development partners and non-government organisations in 

terms of the country’s overall water supply strategy; but this has not been realised due to reported 

tensions between SALWACO and NGOs (Tearfund, 2005) and SALWACO’s apparent unsatisfactory 

progress since its establishment (Cross et al., 2009; Bolten, 2008). The ultimate result being that rural 

water supply in Sierra Leone is being realised through patchwork series of interventions, initiatives 

and programs.  

 

The districts targeted by the SolaWata project and this research reflect this piecemeal application of 

rural water supply initiatives in outcomes. Large scale piped-water projects have been, or are the 

process of being, implemented in a number of the larger urban centres (i.e., Rokupr, Kambia, 

Mambolo, Madina, Kabala, Kamakwie, Gbendembu), which are being financed by multilateral and 
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bilateral donors (e.g., Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), World Bank, BADEA, the IDB) 

(JICA, 2009; Bah, 2011), while in smaller town and villages, international and local NGOs (e.g., Africa 

for Jesus, Action Aid, Oxfam, Goal), have had a focus on well construction, community water pumps 

and chlorinating water supplies (Cross et al., 2009; Bennett et al., 2011; Munro and Kebbay, 2012; 

Akiwumi, 2011). This variation of approaches has somehow determined what the ‘main’ source of 

water is, with some communities almost exclusively reliant on public taps, others on wells and others 

on hand pumps. The main source often been symptomatic of what donor/NGO intervened in the 

community and their subsequent preferred technology. However, as interviews with participants 

revealed ‘main’ sources of water often become untenable during the latter end of the country’s dry 

season (January to May), meaning that many communities have to travel to nearby streams for their 

supplies. Collecting this water is almost exclusively done by women and children (Thompson, 2011; 

Bangura et al., 2012; Akiwumi, 2005; 2011). In terms of access, some collection points are 

administered as communal ‘open’ sources of water; however, in some villages, fee collection at water 

points occasionally occur (usually from a program implemented by donors of NGOs). Some households 

with private well sources also charge for access. This, more than highlighting the everyday issues 

households face when it comes to water supply and consumption, is to paint a picture of the 

complexity of relations that surround rural water in Sierra Leone 

 

One of the more dramatic changes and dynamics in drinking water provision in Sierra Leone has 

occurred outside of the NGO and donor sector with the provision of purified water in the form of 

bundles and packaged water sachets (PSW). Most of this water is purified and packaged by companies 

based near the capital city of Freetown (e.g., Magram, Grafton, etc.). Initially, this purified water 

market mainly served middle-to-high income consumers in Freetown and other urban centres {Fisher, 

2015 #3565}; however, these purified water scahets can now be found for sale in relatively remote 

rural towns and villages. A recent survey revealed that a high proportion of households in these rural 

areas have at least on occasion purchased these purified water sachets (53% in Kambia District; 57% 

in Bombali District; 82% in Port Loko District).1 Each packet contains approximately 425ml of purified 

water and is sold one an individual basis or in a bulk bundle of twenty (i.e., ~8.5 litres of water).2  In 

Freetown, a bundle of packet water (~8.5 litres) typically costs around Le 3,000 (US$0.70), while in the 

rural villages this price varies from Le 4,000 (US$0.93) to Le 10,000 (US$2.30). Each individual packet 

of water (425ml) usually costs Le 200 ($US0.05) in Freetown, and Le 500 (US$0.12) in rural areas 

outside of the capital. The difference in urban and rural prices being a broad reflection of 

                                                           
1 Unpublished data, collected in June-November 2014 from a survey of 1820 housholds. 
2 The plastic packets state that they contain 500ml of water; however, individual testing of a number of packet 
revealed the average to be 425ml of water per packet (Munro and Kebbay, 2012). 
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transportation costs. While these packets of purified water are produced by large companies in 

Freetown, their transportation and sale in rural areas is generally realised through a complex network 

on small-scale entrepreneurs and traders. Thus in the past few years markets for selling of purified 

water at the village level have emerged without any large-scale intervention from government or 

NGOs.  

 

Rural water supply in Sierra Leone is characterised by a weak overall government presence, a mélange 

of donor funded projects and peripatetic private sector penetration through purified water in plastic 

sachets. Cleaver’s institutional bricolage sheds a lot of light of these processes; and EFO’s Solawata 

project gets inserted into these dynamics. The existing relationships and opportunities provided EFO 

with an opportunity to secure funds from donors and to implement the project, but also at the same 

time such relations also impose challenges on the project. Whatever the current dynamics that shape 

how rural communities access water (i.e., information, transportation of purifies water), while a 

financial component often exists, so does a complex network of people and ideas; this is the bricolage 

that Cleaver talks about. 

 

4. SolaWata 
 
 

 

Figure 2 - CCS and SolaWata Kiosk in Kassirie, Kambia District. Photo supplied by Energy For Opportunity 

 
The SolaWata project was implemented by the local Sierra Leonean NGO Energy For Opportunity 

(EFO) in December 2012 and January 2013. It involved the installation of solar powered water filtration 
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and purification systems in nine communities across the three districts to produce purified drinking 

water on a commercial basis for household consumers. Where the initial water is sourced from varied 

from site to site, in some it tapped into existing piped water systems, in others it was pumped up from 

the ground. Each SolaWata system was installed in an existent Community Charging Station (CCS). 

CCSs utilise solar power to recharge mobile phones and LED lanterns in order to disseminate 

affordable electricity and lighting throughout communities (Kemeny et al., 2014; Munro et al., 

forthcoming; Willans et al., 2011). At the CCS, market rates are charged for recharging these items and 

all profits are channelled into a community fund used for the development of projects such as solar 

installations on schools and health clinics (Kemeny et al., 2014). The addition of SolaWata was 

designed to complement this existing model by adding sales of purified water to the CCSs’ services; 

the idea being that the communities gain access to pure drinking water and the sales profits augment 

the communal revenue stream already established by the CCS. The use of low-cost solar energy and 

the for-profit design of the CCS and SolaWata were to ensure both long-term sustainability and the 

capacity for future system expansions independent of donor funding. The community members who 

are employed at the CCS are responsible for running its day to day services, performing basic tests and 

maintenance of the solar electricity and SolaWata systems, and managing revenue and expenses in a 

community bank account. The project incorporated both commercialisation and community-

management ideals.  
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Figure 3 - Five Gallon SolaWata container 

 

SolaWata is dispensed into either five gallon (18.9 litres) or one gallon (~3.8 litres) designated 

containers.3 These containers have to be purchased from the CCS prior to using the SolaWata service. 

The pricing strategy thus involved an initial deposit for the SolaWata container with a small fee for 

refilling the container was established at all nine sites. The SolaWata five gallon containers are 

transparent and have a tap for dispensing water (Figure 2); the transparency allows people to see 

when the water or the container itself has become dirty and needs to be cleaned, while the tap 

eliminates the need for frequently opening the container and thus decreases the chance of the water 

becoming contaminated. The price for filling up a five gallon container is Le 3,000 (US$0.69), while a 

one gallon refill is priced at Le 1,000 (US$0.23). This means that the cost per litre for SolaWata is 

between US$0.04 and US$0.06 per litre, dramatically less than the price charged for purified water in 

plastic sachets (which could be as high as seven times higher – see Table 1), the prominent purified 

water product in the rural water market. SolaWata was promoted within the target communities 

through radio campaigns, community meetings, and printed advertisements. The most successful 

form of advertising appears to have been radio in Bombali and Kambia Districts and a mixture of 

                                                           
3 Sierra Leone uses a confusing mixture of imperial and metric measurements. 
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meetings, wall posters, and ‘noisy campaigns’ in Koinadugu District where radio reception was not 

available at the sites.4 

 

 
Table 2 - Comparison of prices for Purified Water sources in 

villages: SolaWata and Plastic Sachets. 

Purified Water 
Source 

Low Price 
 (per litre) 

High Price 
(per litre) 

Plastic Sachet US$0.14 US$0.27 

SolaWata US$0.04 US$0.06 

 
 

After six months of operations, small customer bases for SolaWata had been established in all of the 

nine target communities. . Figure 4 displays the quantity of litres of SolaWata produced and sold per 

week at each of the nine sites. While all the nine sites were fully operational with regular customers, 

some of the communities have experienced much more success than others. The communities of 

Sinkunia and Kamabai were clearly the most successful SolaWata sites, followed by Rokupr, Bafodia 

and Bendugu. Various reasons can explain the success at some of these sites. In both Kamabai and 

Bafodia, EFO spent a prolonged period in the community during the installations. Additional time was 

spent in Bafodia to repair and improve a series of the community’s water pipe infrastructure. In 

Kamabai, several weeks were spent improving the water sources that were used for SolaWata, a 

project which required building or repairing three storage reservoirs, laying pipe for the pumping 

system, and installing a new public tap. EFO also has a long presence in these communities due to 

multiple and existing solar power installation projects. It has been observed that the more time spent 

in a certain town, people tend to relate to the project more openly.  The success in Sinkunia and 

Bendugu are more likely to be a product of economic measures, as both of these sites use adjusted 

pricing systems for SolaWata. The community members of Sinkunia made a unilateral decision to 

lower the price of the five gallon refill from Le 3,000 to Le 1,000. This Le 1,000 fee matches the typical 

price in the communities for hiring someone to fill a regular five gallon container with well or stream 

water. Given that Sinkunia produces and sells the most SolaWata on a weekly basis, suggests that this 

price reduction has attracted more customers to the product and enables them to purchase more 

water for their households. Bendugu has adopted a policy that allows community members to bring 

their own containers to be filled with SolaWata. Although it is still possible to register for and use a 

SolaWata container, the CCS operators will wash and fill any closed mouth five gallon container that 

                                                           
4 For a noisy campaign, CCS employees drive a vehicle around the community announcing the SolaWata 

product advertisements through megaphones. 
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a customer wants to use for SolaWata. This change was the result of a community meeting where the 

initial cost of the container was seen as a barrier to the uptake of SolaWata.  

 

 

 

Figure 4 - The quantity of SolaWata sold in litres at each of the nine communities, calculated 
based on surveys conducted with regular SolaWata users.  

 
 

The most interesting part of the project and its initial evaluation is that the dominant request from 

community members across all nine sites was for SolaWata to also be sold in plastic sachets, with 97% 

of all respondents survey across the nine communities stating they would buy SolaWata if it came in 

a plastic sachet (like existing purified water). The most common reason behind this desire was that 

the packet water is easier to use. Individual packets can be easily distributed among family members 

or among guests at special occasions. The packet water, either individually or in a bundle of twenty, is 

also easier to transport than the SolaWata containers. In addition, several interviewees indicated that 

having the water in sachets would enable them to sell or trade them in other villages, which would 

further their livelihood. Operators in the Koinadugu District CCSs cited a similar reason, as having the 

water in packets would allow them to partner with entrepreneurs to sell SolaWata to communities in 

the surrounding area. Another major reason given by respondents was that packaging SolaWata would 

enable them to buy the water in smaller quantities, which would allow them to access SolaWata even 

when they had only limited funds available. Additionally, the packaged sachet water serves as a status 

symbol in many villages throughout the country; those who drink the sachet water are perceived as 
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being wealthier than those who do not, increasing the appeal of sachets over the current SolaWata 

containers. The request for packaged SolaWata was even one of the most popular recommendations 

among current SolaWata users. Most SolaWata users interviewed suggested that the best 

improvement for the CCS would be to package SolaWata in scahets, while nearly every CCS operator 

also supported this recommendation. Thus even among those who already worked with and 

purchased SolaWata, the addition of plastic sachets of SolaWata was the main suggestion for 

improving the product. 

 

 

 
Figure 5 - The responses to the questions “Why do you not drink SolaWata?” from 

non SolaWata users across all nine communities. 

 
While this data in Figure 4 suggests that lowering prices in general will make SolaWata more accessible 

to the community, observations of current community practices indicate that the prices themselves 

are not the only barrier to gaining more customers. Purchasing a container, as required by the 

SolaWata deposit, is not an unprecedented concept in any of the nine communities. Community 

members must buy the buckets or plain five gallon containers they currently use for transporting and 

storing water from a well or stream; the typical price for a five gallon container is Le 12,000 (~US$2.80).  

The deposit system has also been adjusted in some communities. In Kambia, all four sites offer the 
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option of paying for the deposit in Le 5,000 (~US$1.16) increments instead of the Le 15,000 (~US$3.47) 

fee all at once and in Bendugu, customers are allowed to bring their own container, thus bypassing 

the deposit altogether. There had not yet been any noticeable changes in the SolaWata customer base 

in these communities, though it is possible that these changes will take effect with more time. Given 

that the precedent of paying for a container at a comparable price to the SolaWata deposit exists 

throughout Sierra Leone and the lack of immediate success from changes in the deposit system, it is 

likely that price itself is not the only cause of the low Solwata consumption rates. Rather it seems that 

community perceptions of the container and pricing system, in the context of existing water options, 

have caused the most challenges for the project. It appeared that people would prefer a system similar 

to the way they buy the packet water on an individual scahet basis when they do not have enough 

money to buy an entire bundle. In addition, water in containers is typically associated with collection 

from wells and streams, while the packets are the only widely commercially available form of purified 

water. This leads to the perception among the general public that water in sachets is pure and water 

in containers is not, which presents a crucial barrier to SolaWata’s success. Somewhat ironically, 

recent evaluations of plastic water sachets in Sierra Leone has revealed that the further along the 

supply chain, the more likely the sachets would contain higher amounts Escherichia coli and total 

coliforms {Fisher, 2015 #3565}; meaning that SolaWata is almost certainly a safer option than purified 

water in sachets. The crux of the issue however, is that community members do not place high social 

value on water in containers, even if they know it is purified SolaWata. 

 
 
5. Discussion  
 
The challenges of the SolaWata project illustrate the complex institutional bricolage in which drinking 

water provision is situated in rural contexts. SolaWata is the product of a functioning, reliable and 

appropriate technology, and it is priced dramatically cheaper (and is arguably safer) than the existing 

purified water options that are present in the nascent rural purified water market. Based on these 

simple criteria it would seem that the project should have disseminate rapidly as a safe water source 

within its earlier months; however, as the data indicates, its uptake as a primary drinking source has 

been somewhat limited.  

  

Despite being cheaper than the existing purified option, issues surrounding pricing were reported as 

the main issue impeding customer uptake of SolaWata, with most survey respondents declaring it as 

the main barrier – whether in the form of refill or the cost of purchasing a SolaWata container – as 

their main source of drinking water. Such considerations are important when implementing a 

commercialisation approach to water provision in rural parts of sub-Saharan Africa, which are home 
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to some of the most financially poor communities in the world. Price signals, even the relatively small 

amounts put forth for purchasing containers and refills, are enough to disenfranchise a large portion 

of the community population.  These can cause inequalities, but also consolidate already existent 

differences. As one respondent explained in an interview,  he could only afford SolaWata for some 

members of his household, and subsequently noticed a distinct difference in health between 

individual family members, as those who drank SolaWata were much healthier than those who 

continued to depend on the stream water. 

 

 What this is saying, more than the price and how inaccessible it is to some people due to the cost, 

there is still something else inhibiting access. Solawata is a social enterprise type of project, therefore 

even if the ‘profit’ is redistributed into the community this is not experienced immediately at the 

household level. Especially of those already marginalised. Furthermore, this issue is not apparent in 

the charging stations, first because charging your mobile is not a basic need, but second because the 

clients who own a mobile phone are more likely to be able to afford water in sachets. This suggests 

social enterprise cannot function with the same dynamic for all products, but most importantly 

SolaWata cannot solve the ‘other’ issues: water pollution; lack of appropriate sanitation 

infrastructure; social inequalities and more. This is where Cleaver’s productive bricolage could become 

a methodology. In the bricolage, in that patching up the picture, is that you get to understand that 

SolaWata water is embedded in the symbolic (status), economic and social dynamics of a community. 

Interventions are not about finding neat solutions, but rather about gradually reshaping the 

institutional dynamics that surround water governance and provision 

 

This is a fundamental issue with both fully commercialised and community-level approaches, they lack 

the capacity and the structure for spatial and social cross-subsidies that have been widely used in 

some wealthy countries to support universal provision of drinking water (Bakker, 2008). SolaWata 

might have helped (re)shaped the institutional bricolage in the target community to improve drinking 

water access to segments of their population; however, on its own, the project lacks the necessary 

mechanisms to realise universal access for all. How might this universal access be achieved, and can 

SolaWata help achieve? This is a complex question, while there may be suggestions that the NGO have 

done ‘more’ in its project design to facilitate access to lower-income households, there is also 

limitations in terms of how much institutional change a single project can achieve in terms of water 

governance. As note earlier, there is no panacea to solving water provision crisis, rather interventions 

that tend to emerge through an institutional bricolage. Thus, whether SolaWata contributes to this 

broader objective will be understood better in future. Potentially, the initiation of a state or 
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community-led (the CCSs do raise community revenue) subsidy scheme could see the dissemination 

of SolaWata to poorer households in the target communities. 

 

As the data reveals, however, the challenges of SolaWata are not just a questions of economics and 

cost. While SolaWata is dramatically cheaper than purified water in plastic sachets (and is purified at 

least an equivalent level), still one in five people stated that they did not purchase SolaWata because 

they preferred water in plastic sachets. This is revealing, as it suggests that is not just a question of 

marketing water as a resource but rather recognising the purified water market as embodying socio-

natural entities (Swyngedouw, 1996; 2009). Many participants are not interested solely in the purified 

nature of the water and its implications for health, but rather how purified water is situated in broad 

social and economic contexts. Plastic sachet water holds symbolic capital. Many respondents noted 

that plastic water was brought out for special occasions (e.g., special guests visiting) and therefore 

represent a form of conspicuous consumption (Mason, 1980). They are not just consumed for their 

intrinsic value (i.e., purified water) but also for their instrumental (prestige) value. The marketing of 

SolaWata as purified was based on the assumption that its ‘health benefits’ would be its key attributes; 

however, attention was also needed to be paid to its mobility and the status it holds in society. 

 

To be sure, SolaWata as a project is new, and likely it status will grow and could potentially challenge 

the institutional arrangements for purified water consumption (i.e., that purified water should come 

in plastic sachets). Nevertheless, its current challenges, as a project and a product exemplify how rural 

drinking water is situated. Improving rural water access is not simply a question of adding appropriate 

technology and waiting, but rather needs to be appreciated as a process that requires institutional 

change where effective interventions will be conditioned by existing socio-economic circumstances. 

 
6. Conclusion 
 
Realising rural water supply is perennial in much of sub-Saharan Africa. Rather than being remedied 

through broad ideological panaceas, successful drinking water regimes are the product appropriate 

technologies and governance regimes aligning effectively with the socio-economic institutional 

settings over time. In this paper we have built upon Cleaver concept of institutional bricolage to 

critically examine the Solawata project in Sierra Leone. 

 

The value of water related projects that do not imply massive coast and expensive infrastructure 

Broclage – social enterprise – water - $  
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