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Introduction to Enabling Environment 

“The enabling environment is the term used to describe 
the broader system within which individuals and or-
ganizations function and one that facilitates or hampers 
their existence and performance. This level of capacity 
is not easy to grasp tangibly, but is central to the under-
standing of capacity issues. They determine the ‘rules of 
the game’ for interaction between and among organiza-
tions.  Capacities at the level of the enabling environ-
ment include policies, legislation, power relations and 
social norms, all of which govern the mandates, priori-
ties, modes of operation and civic engagement across 
different parts of society.”[1]

An enabling environment creates an atmosphere that 
allows a flourishing and sustainable water sector where 
people have dependable and adequate services. The 
country enjoys a water sector that achieves economic, 
environmental and social goals.

Without an enabling environment, managers in a 
water sector struggle on a day-to-day basis just to pro-
vide intermittent services that barely, if at all, meet 
minimal quality standards. People lack access to 
water, the economy is held back and the environment 
suffers. The UN has declared equal and non-discrimi-
natory access to safe water a human right.

On the path to achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals, we have learned that infrastructure and fund-
ing are not enough. The stories are legend about failed 
infrastructure and water sectors that cannot be sus-
tained. The reasons often have to do with ill-defined 
roles and responsibilities, constraints on decision-mak-
ing authority, low tariffs that prevent cost recovery, 
lack of a common direction and lack of political will.

Creating an enabling environment can unlock organi-
zational and human potential and result in dramatic 
improvement in a water sector.

Enabling environments are created at high levels of 
national governments. Water sector managers operate 

within the enabling environment. Therefore, it is im-
portant for water sector managers to understand the 
‘rules of the game’.

While sector managers often do not have the power to 
create or improve the enabling environment, they can 
often have a voice through lobby groups and associa-
tions to influence elements of the environment such as 
national water policy and planning.  

This section of the Impact Guidebook covers topics 
that are important to an enabling environment in five 
chapters:
• Governance 
• Water Integrity
• Water Sector Framework
• Water Sector Management
• Regulatory Framework

A. Governance

“The water crisis is not about water or financial scarci-
ty, it is mainly a crisis of governance”[2].

What happens when a water sector lacks good govern-
ance? Funds are diverted to personal use or uses that 
are not a high priority. Customers do not receive reli-
able services at an affordable price. Employees are not 
treated fairly and this affects their motivation. Infra-
structure is constructed poorly and the assets do not 
last as long as they should. 

Well functioning countries, water sectors or organiza-
tions are always built on good governance. ”Water gov-
ernance considers the political, economic and social 
processes and institutions by which governments, civil 
society, and the private sector make decisions about how 
best to use, develop and manage water resources.”[2] 

As we can see, governance is an overriding influence on 
the enabling environment and is carried out through 
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the sector framework, sector management and regula-
tion to ensure that the people receive access to depend-
able water services at a fair price.

This chapter covers the basic principles of good govern-
ance and how they can be applied at the national level 
as well as at the water utility level.

B. Water Integrity

Water is life. Water utilities serve the common good.  
Yet, sometimes, people take advantage of this situa-
tion to serve themselves instead of the common good.  
When they do this, they harm the water utility and all 
of the people it serves because they undermine the sus-
tainability of the utility.

Water integrity means establishing accountability and 
transparency so that water is allocated and distribut-
ed in fair and efficient ways for all water users. It also 
means ensuring that the financial resources of the util-
ity are protected.  

A lack of integrity, accountability and transparen-
cy often leads to corruption - the abuse of entrusted 
power and resources for personal gain. It can be found 
in a huge range of interactions at all levels of decision-
making and in all aspects of the water sector, along the 
“water value chain” from water allocation to the end 
user and - as wastewater - back to the environment. 
There are great needs to strengthen water integrity at 
policy, management and operational levels in govern-
ments, private sector and civil society:
• Establish sustainable prevention measures that are 

pro-active rather than only re-active. 
• Understand the detrimental impacts of corruption; 

especially on poor people who suffer from the ef-
fects of corruption. 

• Apply integrated water resources management to  
link water services for domestic, industrial and agri-
cultural uses. 

• Realize that there are different cultural interpreta-
tions of corruption. 

This chapter discusses the situation and offers potential 
solutions to corruption in your workplace. 

C. Water Sector Framework 
 
Even if a country has sufficient funds to invest in the 
sector and enough expertise, the sector will not thrive 
unless the roles and duties of all players and institutions 
are well defined and well designed in relation to each 
other. This is important to ensure the smooth execution 
of all the tasks required to have an effectively function-
ing sector. 

A classic role for government is to provide the policy, 
institutional and legal framework in the water sector 
that will achieve public health and safety.  

That is why most water sector frameworks are largely 
made up of various levels of government, including:  
• Ministries in charge of overall planning and Water 

Resources Management 
• Regulator
• Local government as the responsible authority for 

the provision of water services 
• Water and wastewater service providers 

These main players often work in cooperation with 
other bodies such as the Ministry of Finance for budg-
et allocations, the Ministry of Public Works that may 
be in charge of infrastructure development and main-
tenance and Water Boards that act at local or region-
al levels.

In many countries, the private sector also plays a role.

The water sector framework considers the ways in which 
these agencies work together to ensure that the public 
is well provided with the water and wastewater servic-
es that are so essential to public health, safety, environ-
mental protection and economic prosperity. Usually, 
legislation is enacted to give authority to the agencies to 
play their roles.

This chapter focuses on the building blocks of a sound 
Water Sector Framework:
• National Water Policy 
• Development Strategy
• Legal Framework, including laws, rules and  

regulation
• Institutional Organization
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It is important for utility managers to understand these 
four building blocks: the utility operates within this 
framework; the framework impacts the utility; and the 
utility can access the framework’s legal and policy re-
sources to guide its strategic and operational decisions. 

D. Water Sector Management

Water sector management is perhaps best explained by 
the concept of Integrated Water Resources Manage-
ment (IWRM) which is defined as “a process which 
promotes the coordinated development and manage-
ment of water, land and related resources, in order to 
maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in 
an equitable manner without compromising the sus-
tainability of vital ecosystems.”[4]  
A water utility is often at the junction of management 
of bulk water and the provision of water services that 
meet standards for access, quantity and quality. It is 
therefore important for a water utility to understand 
how the resource that is at the core of its business is 
managed at the country level. Then, the utility is bet-
ter able to align its efforts to achieve national objec-
tives.  

A water utility’s vision and strategic plans must be 
consistent with the national framework and water sec-
tor management approaches in the country. Its activi-
ties are guided by the need to contribute to the socio-
economic development of the country and the well 
being of the population that it serves. 

This chapter covers the building blocks of a sound 
Water Sector Management:
• Macro Planning
• Sector Development Planning
• Sector Performance Monitoring
• Sector and Intersector Coordination

E. Regulatory Framework

Regulation is the process by which oversight and rules 
are set for public or private companies in an industry.  
The oversight and rules often have to do with econom-
ic factors (tariffs or pricing) and service level factors 
(water quality, pressure, access to services, etc.).  
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Because the regulator’s role is to set and require com-
pliance with rules, the role of regulation, is often de-
scribed as a “referee” or a “watchdog”. 

The rationale for regulation is usually to balance vari-
ous competing interests such as the utility’s needs to 
be financially sustainable with the public’s need to 
have adequate services at an affordable price.  

This chapter provides a basic understanding of the 
functions and procedures of regulation. The chap-
ter also aims to communicate what a utility manager 
can expect when being “regulated”, focusing on how 
to work together with a regulator. The chapter is based 
on international “good practice” standards.
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