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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

In pursuit of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal Received 17 December 2021
(SDG) 6, water operator partnerships (WOPs) have grown in popu- Accepted 29 July 2022
larity. However, the literature supporting their effectiveness is lack- KEYWORDS

ing. We conducted mid-term interviews and surveys with five water operator partnerships;
participating utilities in a Viet Nam-Australia WOP, followed by international partnerships;
post-programme interviews with two managing associations and institutional learning;

10 utilities. We found that while partnerships initially focused on relationship-building; SDG 6
technical training, the need for broader institutional learning

emerged as participants gained experience. Communication and

relationship-building were consistently reported as success factors

for achieving desired outcomes. Expanding the scope to involve

governance and policy organizations, together with funding to

collaboratively implement upgrades, could enhance future

programmes.

Introduction
Water operator partnerships (WOPs) in development

The United Nations’ 2016 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and the 2000
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) before them, established targets for equitable
access to safe and affordable drinking water, but global efforts are currently off-track (UN-
WATER, 2021). Starting in the 1990s, the dominant approach for improving water services
was privatization and direct investment in infrastructure, for example, through establish-
ing public-private partnerships (PPPs). This strategy aimed to increase the efficiency of
water delivery and mitigate project risk (Goldman, 2007). However, it did not produce all
the desired outcomes, with research indicating that the focus on profit generation some-
times conflicted with social equity goals (Beck, 2019; GWOPA & IWA, 2021). Additionally,
a lack of support to strengthen the local authorities responsible for service delivery
hampered progress (Dondeynaz et al.,, 2012). An alternative approach emerged in the
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mid-2000s, aiming to build local institutional capacity through WOPs in which organiza-
tions of comparable scale and mandate exchange knowledge (GWOPA & IWA, 2021).
WOPs may be conducted between a higher income (Global North) country and a lower
income (Global South) country (i.e., a North-South partnership), or between two countries
with similar socio-economic backgrounds (e.g., a South-South partnership).

The strategic shift towards WOPs was formalized through the Hashimoto Action Plan
(UNSGAB, 2006), which led to the formation of the Global Water Operators’ Partnership
Alliance (GWOPA) in 2009. GWOPA is an overarching body that supports WOPs through
advocacy, communication of outcomes and providing knowledge sharing platforms for
participants. The GWOPA database currently contains over 100 WOPs, most of which were
set up by development banks and water associations (GWOPA & UNESCO-IHE Delft, 2021).
WOPs are, by definition, not-for-profit, but the Hashimoto Action Plan specifically allows
for private sector participation (UNSGAB, 2006). Consequently, some researchers have
expressed concern that WOPs could become a ‘marketing opportunity’ for private com-
panies or a mechanism for foreign governments to promote neoliberal water policies in
the developing world (Beck, 2019; Boag & McDonald, 2010). However, Beck (2019) notes
that there is little available evidence to either support or disprove these ideas. Therefore, it
is unclear whether WOPs are subject to some of the same problems around equity and
local capacity shortfalls encountered by the earlier strategies with a more explicit private-
sector focus.

Furthermore, the primary goal of WOPs is somewhat contested between competing
aims of improving technical skills (e.g., through mentoring individual employees) versus
building broader institutional capacity (e.g., through influencing organizational policies).
In support of a technically focused approach, research has found that operational
advancements are generally easier to achieve and measure (Askvik, 1999; Jones, 2001;
Pascual Sanz et al.,, 2013), particularly since participating utilities are selected based on
operational similarity rather than expertise in organizational change (Jones, 2001).
Technical learnings may also be more readily passed on to organizations outside the
initial partnership, creating a ‘virtuous cycle’ of collaboration and learning in the region
(Boag & McDonald, 2010). However, partnerships focusing on organizational change and
‘soft skills’ may better equip participating utilities for the wide range of complex chal-
lenges expected in the future (Jones & Blunt, 1999). Harris and Schlappa (2008) point to
inherent struggles in organizational capacity-building, including the need to engage with
existing institutional power structures that may differ from those of the partner (Breeveld
et al, 2013), as well as the difficulty of diagnosing organizational learning needs from the
outside. Institutional and strategic changes may meet resistance (Askvik, 1999), and there
is no standard best practice approach for organizational management (Breeveld et al.,
2013). In sum, there is limited agreement in the literature around what WOPs should aim
to achieve at a practical level.

In light of substantial global investment in WOPs, it is important to establish which
goals they can address most effectively, and the potential pitfalls to be avoided. Several
past studies point to significant challenges in the implementation of WOPs. These include
difficulties defining and agreeing upon goals (Wehn & Montalvo, 2018); maintaining
commitment and enthusiasm over long time periods and/or in challenging circumstances
(Tsibani, 2007); and assessing progress without enforcing overly rigid monitoring proce-
dures (Pascual Sanz et al, 2013). In North-South partnerships, contrasting social
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structures, policy environments, cultural practices and financial constraints can hinder
knowledge exchange (Pigram, 2001), and national (as opposed to international) WOPs
have been suggested as an option for avoiding these barriers. In one example, two short-
term WOPs between Greek utilities were reportedly beneficial (Martin-Bordes, 2020).
However, a case study in Indonesia found that national partnerships can be highly
vulnerable to regional political factors (Tutusaus & Schwartz, 2016).

While there are several studies pointing to the negative aspects of WOPs, others
advocate for their potential to improve water services under the right conditions
(Ndirangu et al., 2013; Wright-Contreras et al., 2020). Gallego-Ayala et al. (2014) found
utilities that had participated in WOPs had higher performance than others in
Mozambique, and Coppel and Schwartz (2011) also showed positive effects of WOPs in
the same region. GWOPA & IWA (2021) list a demand driven approach, an enabling
environment, clearly defined targets, flexibility, and open communication as the most
important aspects of good WOPs. Partnerships with strong relationships based on trust
will be well positioned to achieve these conditions, so an introductory phase for relation-
ship-building is beneficial (GWOPA & IWA, 2021). Under the right circumstances, WOPs
have successfully enhanced water utility capacity across the world (GWOPA & UNESCO-
IHE Delft, 2021). WOPs are also inherently aligned with SDG Target 6.a, which aims to
‘expand international cooperation and capacity-building support to developing [Global
South] countries in water- and sanitation-related activities [...]’, and they may contribute
to improved bilateral relations between countries.

While there is previous research studying effectiveness and potential downsides of
WOPs, the variety of different circumstances surrounding their implementation means
that they remain inadequately understood as a whole (Beck, 2019). Of particular interest
are five key issues that have emerged from our reading of the literature concerning: (1)
conflicts between commercial and public interests; (2) capacity for broader organiza-
tional — as well as technical - learning; (3) dependency on interpersonal relationships;
(4) alignment of goals within the partnership; and (5) establishing appropriate and
effective management structures, timeframes, and funding arrangements. Our study
aims to address these questions through a longitudinal analysis of a WOP between
Australian and Vietnamese water utilities, described below.

Case study

The WOPs included in this study were funded by the Australian government and mana-
ged by water sector associations from Australia and Viet Nam (herein referred to as the
managers), with five participating water utilities from each country (herein referred to as
the participants). The managers selected which utilities would participate, as well as
matching each utility with a partner utility from the other country. The participants
primarily worked with their individual partners, but some educational workshops and
activities involving all participants were also included in the programme. All Australian
participants were public utilities, and all Vietnamese participants were PPPs aiming to
generate profit as well as serve their constituents. We do not provide further details about
the individual organizations involved in order to preserve anonymity.

The WOP programme was launched at a meeting in Viet Nam in November 2016,
attended by representatives from all 10 utilities. The managers arranged a goal-setting
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workshop where participants were encouraged to discuss their needs and capabilities
with their respective partners to identify suitable topics for the programme. Employees
from the partnered utilities then travelled to visit each other’s offices and treatment plants
with the aim of sharing knowledge and ultimately improving water services. The man-
agers were available to support the participants throughout the programme. They also
arranged programme-specific workshops for all participants at three international con-
ferences in Australia in 2017, 2018 and 2019, plus an additional two international con-
ferences in Viet Nam in 2017 and 2018.

The initial timeframe for the programme was 18 months but, following
a recommendation of the mid-term evaluation in November 2017, it was extended one
additional year until May 2019. One Australian utility chose not to continue for the
extra year, primarily because a key staff member had left the organization. This employ-
ee’s new organization was brought in to work with the Vietnamese partner for the
extension period. The total cost of the programme was just under A$800,000 plus nearly
A$2,000,000 of in-kind contributions from the participants.

Methods

The WOP programme described above was ideal for our study because the five partner-
ships (each involving one Australian and one Vietnamese utility who primarily worked
together) were conducted under broadly analogous conditions, including servicing peri-
urban and regional service areas; using similar cost recovery and accounting models;
sharing the same programme duration/timing; and being subject to common overarching
programme management. Because these factors made the partnerships meaningfully
comparable, the level of consensus between interviewees gave us some insight into the
certainty and potential generalizability of our results.

Our data collection was separated into two phases. The first phase in 2017 was a mid-
term evaluation (led by Susanne Schmeidl and Andrew Dansie) that included
a quantitative online survey, as well as qualitative semi-structured interviews with all
five Australian partners that were carried out during a workshop in Vietnam (Dansie et al.,
2018). While the mid-term surveys and interviews were aimed primarily at programme
evaluation, the questions were formulated with the secondary goal of producing research
on WOPs. As such, the mid-term evaluation results formed part of this analysis. The
responses from the partners allowed us to understand the programme’s achievements
and perceived success factors while the participants were still involved, and before the
timeframe was extended. Vietnamese partners were not interviewed during the mid-term
review at the request of the programme manager to avoid complicating the still-forming
relationship between the partners. We obtained ethics approval for phase 1 from the
UNSW HREA Panel H: Science and Engineering (approval number HC17906).

Phase 2 of this research was an independent post-programme analysis conducted in
2020/21. It involved semi-structured interviews using video conferencing software with
five, out of a total six, Australian partners (interviewed by Clare Stephens), including the
partner who did not participate in the extension and the utility who replaced them, and
three of the Vietnamese partners (interviewed by Hung Pham). The remaining two
Vietnamese partners opted to respond over email, and one Australian partner declined
to participate. We interviewed between one and four employees from each organization,
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with varying levels of seniority. We also interviewed the programme managers from
Australia (interviewed by Clare Stephens and Susanne Schmeidl) and Viet Nam (inter-
viewed by Hung Pham), both via videoconference. All interviewees provided either prior
written consent or verbal consent at the commencement of the interview, and they were
given the option of responding in writing or giving an unrecorded video interview
(although none chose the latter option). We obtained ethics approval for phase 2 from
the UNSW HREA Panel H: Science and Engineering (approval number HC200053). We also
gained formal approval from the University of Da Nang Department of Science,
Technology and International Cooperation, who deemed the project ‘low risk’. The timing
of the programme and our data collection phases is outlined in Figure 1.

We opted for semi-structured interviews in both phases so that interviewees could
direct the discussion as appropriate, meaning that the listed questions (provided in
Supplementary Information) acted as a general guide only. The interview questions in
the second phase, which focused entirely on research questions as opposed to pro-
gramme evaluation, were deliberately formulated to be relatively broad to avoid bias in
the responses, and addressed the following topics:

e Programme management, resources and structure.

e Relationship-building within the partnerships.

Challenges faced by the participating utilities during the programme.
e Qutcomes and benefits of the WOP for both partners.

Learnings that could inform future WOP programmes.

Many of these topics were also discussed in the first phase of data collection (the mid-
term evaluation). The second-phase interviews with Australian stakeholders were con-
ducted in English and transcribed. The second-phase interviews with Vietnamese stake-
holders were conducted in Vietnamese, then transcribed and translated into English by an
independent translator with a background in water engineering. Emailed responses in
Vietnamese were also translated. The translator and transcriber were both required to
sign confidentiality agreements in accordance with our ethics approvals. All interview
data were summarized using Thematic Analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 2003) to distil key

Program
Program Midterm extension Program Post-
launched evaluation begins finish program
interviews
WOP program period Post-program data

collection and analysis

Figure 1. Water operator partnership (WOP) programme and interview timeline. Phase 1 of this
project was part of the mid-term evaluation, while phase 2 was the post-programme analysis shown in
orange.
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learnings, as well as identify points of consensus and disagreement. Responses that offer
insights into this WOP programme are summarized in the third section, and overarching
findings relevant to WOPs in general are outlined in the fourth section.

Results and discussion
Operational findings

Programme design and management

The WOP programme was designed and managed by water associations representing the
water sector in the two countries. The Australian manager was largely responsible for
obtaining funding, along with the associated monitoring, evaluation, and reporting. Both
the Australian and Vietnamese programme managers recruited and selected utilities from
their own countries, then worked together to allocate them into partnerships. The
Vietnamese manager selected relatively high performing utilities, hoping to limit the
technology gap so that they could learn more quickly from their Australian partners.
They hoped that these sector leaders would then be able to pass their learnings on to
lower performing utilities in Viet Nam. They also noted that they could involve less
developed utilities in future programmes, rather than the initial pilot, when the process
would be smoother. To be compatible with this approach, the Australian manager also
preferenced relatively high-performing utilities, but also screened rigorously for indivi-
duals within the organizations who were culturally sensitive, open-minded, and flexible.
There was some evidence of a lack of communication around the selection strategy, as
some Australian partners perceived that high-performing Vietnamese utilities were
selected out of a reluctance to expose the lower performance of other utilities.

Throughout the programme, both managers were involved in supporting the partners,
advising on sensitive issues, and facilitating whole-of-programme workshops. The
Vietnamese manager gave particular support before the programme to some of the
relatively lower performing utilities, ensuring that they were well prepared to collaborate
with their partner. Both managers used their networks to communicate information about
the programme and its outcomes across the sector. This raised interest in potential future
programmes and helped promote profile recognition for the utilities involved (which was
seen as an incentive for the Australian utilities). Following this initial programme, the
Australian manager reported much more widespread interest in WOPs from other
Australian water utilities who had not previously applied to participate.

The Australian manager was responsible for liaising with and reporting to the funder.
Some difficulties around shared expectations were reported here; for example, the
Australian manager mentioned that gender targets were introduced after the programme
had already commenced. Because the water industry (in both Australia and Viet Nam) is
male dominated, it was not easy to meet ambitious gender equity targets without having
explicitly planned for it. The Australian manager responded to this change by introducing
a conference workshop on gender issues that was well received, as well as reporting on
gender diversity across different aspects of the programme. The Vietnamese manager
noted that gender issues generally receive limited attention in Viet Nam, and women are
professionally vulnerable for several cultural and societal reasons. They felt that the
gender workshop was highly valuable. Overall, it seems that making the monitoring
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and evaluation targets clear and comprehensive from the start could have led to better
outcomes and introducing a new indicator caused challenges for programme manage-
ment, but the outcome was ultimately positive. Therefore, we conclude that the full scope
of a WOP programme should ideally be developed and communicated prior to com-
mencement, but if a worthwhile idea comes up during the programme, it could still be
beneficial to respond flexibly to incorporate it.

The managers both indicated that funding for a longer programme would have been
helpful, particularly for ensuring improvements achieved by the water utilities were
measured and continued long-term. The Australian manager suggested that a four-year
programme would be optimal; one year for relationship-building, two years for imple-
mentation and one year for assessment. The Vietnamese manager also felt that initial
achievements would be better sustained by a longer programme, but given realistic
funding constraints, noted that encouraging the partners to continue their connection
beyond the formal programme could be a good alternative. This finding aligns with
Coppel and Schwartz (2011) who quote a stakeholder stating that development agencies
tend to want ‘quick gains’ from WOPs, whereas sustainable improvements are best
achieved with longer term collaboration.

A challenge for the programme managers was how to communicate the overarching
programme objectives, particularly around funding from the Australian government and
the connection to soft diplomacy and trade. Here, there was some disagreement between
the interviewees on what was necessary and appropriate. Two Australian partners felt that
this should be discussed openly to give clarity on the programme’s objectives and how it
would benefit the two countries. However, another felt that openly discussing the inter-
national trade agenda associated with the programme funding could undermine trust
between the partners. The Australian manager agreed that any suspicion of a covert trade
agenda could have a negative impact on the programme, stating that the international
relations benefits of WOP programmes are indirect and participants must be careful not to
endorse any particular products. However, the Vietnamese manager seemed more com-
fortable with the connection to trade cooperation and would have been happy to
undertake trade promotion activities as part of the programme. They saw increased
trade as an important factor for improving water safety and sustainable development in
Viet Nam.

The participants interviewed from Australia and Viet Nam were largely positive about
the overall contributions of the managers, suggesting that externally managed
programmes with multiple partnerships can offer benefits over individual, internally
managed partnerships between water operators. One Australian partner described the
role of both managers as ‘pivotal to [the] success’ of the programme, and all Australian
and Vietnamese interviewees indicated that they were well matched with their partner.
However, several interviewees noted some challenges for the Australian manager that
impacted the programme. First, they were sometimes put in a difficult position due to
unrealistic or poorly communicated expectations from the funder (such as the late
introduction of gender equity targets noted above). Second, the managing organization
was reportedly under resourced at times. Three Australian partners indicated a desire for
more structure around (1) setting strategy, (2) obtaining feedback and (3) understanding
expectations from the beginning of the programme. These improvements could poten-
tially be achieved through a detailed scoping exercise at the programme outset, for
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example, using the framework introduced by Breeveld et al. (2013). There was also
a desire for more connection between the different Australian operators to share knowl-
edge and/or maintain contact after the programme.

Relationship-building

The importance of strong interpersonal relationships and trust between individuals in the
participating organizations is well documented in the WOP literature (Beck, 2019; Coppel
& Schwartz, 2011; GWOPA & IWA, 2021; GWOPA & UNESCO-IHE Delft, 2021; Jones, 2001;
Wehn & Montalvo, 2018) and further supported by our findings. The responses of
programme managers from both countries demonstrated that they recognized the
importance of relationship-building between the partners. For example, the Australian
manager noted that the relationships were 'not transactional’, and the Vietnamese
manager reported that shared understanding was built through strong professional and
social connections between participants. There was also evidence of a meaningful con-
nection between the managers themselves that has been maintained beyond the initial
WOP programme. For example, the Vietnamese association noted that the Australian
association provided them with guidelines and an online seminar to help them distribute
advice to their members at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.

The responses of the WOP partners indicated both successes and challenges in
relationship-building. The presence of a ‘champion’, an individual who advocated for
and was heavily involved in the programme, seemed to be an important factor from the
Australian side. All five of the companies we interviewed relied on one (or a few)
particularly enthusiastic programme leader(s). Two interviewees noted that employees
with a passion for altruistic work are common in the water sector, since many people
enter the industry aiming to serve their communities. There was universal agreement
among the Australian partners that an employee with a strong personal interest in the
WOP could be a major driving force behind its success, and one interviewee noted
a decline in the priority given to the partnership when a senior champion left the
business. This response supported the conclusion of Pascual Sanz et al. (2013), who
analysed two WOPs and found that that strong support from executive management
was a key reason why one was more successful than the other. Wright-Contreras et al.
(2020) also pointed to the good relationship between executives in prospective partner
organizations as important for the establishment of a successful WOP between Vietnam
and the Netherlands. While the importance of a champion in the business was less clear
on the Vietnamese side, two interviewees from the Vietnamese partner organizations
specifically mentioned the Australian partner's champion as an important driver of
success. This was particularly the case when the Australian champion had prior experience
working in Viet Nam.

The Australian partners also discussed peer-to-peer sharing from a position of mutual
respect as an important factor for relationship-building. One interviewee described the
importance of listening as well as talking, while another noted that they aimed to ‘share
knowledge’ rather than ‘teach’. In the two partnerships where these factors were empha-
sized, the Vietnamese partners were particularly positive when describing the Australian
project leaders. One of these two Australian partners also made sure to emphasize that
they had no underlying goal to market or sell products, noting that any perception of
ulterior motives would undermine credibility and trust (an issue also highlighted in the
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analysis of Coppel and Schwartz (2011) for a WOP between the Netherlands and
Mozambique).

Programme timing was another important factor for relationship-building, with several
interviewees noting that it takes substantial time to build successful relationships, and
that they could discuss more complex topics as the programme progressed. A key finding
from the mid-term evaluation, undertaken after the first year, was that a one-year exten-
sion (beyond the 18 months initially planned) was needed because of the significant time
it took to build trust. One interviewee noted that it took three visits before nontechnical
topics like customer and financial management could be comfortably discussed. Some
participants felt that more challenging topics, such as ethical and political issues, still
could not be broached even with the extended project period.

On the Vietnamese side, there was stronger emphasis on perceived openness, sincerity
and friendliness as success factors for relationship-building. Socializing outside work
hours was seen as an important part of progressing a partnership. The work-related
drinking culture in Viet Nam was described as a challenge by two of the Australian
interviewees due to different cultural expectations and an inability to provide similar
hospitality in Australia, where public utility funds for social events are restricted.
Continuity of participating staff was key for the Vietnamese partners, but this conflicted
with the goals of some Australian partners, who saw the primary benefit of the pro-
gramme as staff development (see the third section) and hence wanted to involve as
many different employees as possible. One Vietnamese interviewee noted some confu-
sion early in the programme due to cultural differences, particularly among employees
who had not worked with foreign partners before, but said these issues were resolved
quickly. Based on the interview responses, it seems that all partnerships were able to build
largely successful, positive relationships.

One measure of the inter-organizational relationships built is whether participants
have been supported by their organizations to keep in touch with their partners after
the WOP programme. In this case, one partnership is set to continue independent of the
formal programme (with financial support from the Australian partner organization) and
another Australian interviewee reported that they are applying to their board for a funded
continuation. In a third case, an Australian employee obtained funding to work with their
partner in Viet Nam for six months after the programme closed, and ad hoc communica-
tion still continues between the organizations. For the final two partnerships, the inter-
viewees report little or no ongoing contact. In one case, the loss of contact occurred
because a key staff member left one of the organizations.

Challenges for the programme

One of the key challenges reported by the participants was the language barrier between
Australian and Vietnamese participants, a finding also noted in previous analyses (e.g.,
Coppel & Schwartz, 2011). The importance of a good translator was emphasized in most
interviews, with the Australian manager noting that this was a major factor determining
success of the relationship. They added that the best translators were those who had
relevant technical knowledge and vocabulary, and it was important to create a pool of
translators who knew each other and could carry on each other’s conversations. Three of
the Australian participants highlighted the importance of translators with technical skills,
especially if they could contribute by asking relevant questions and adding to the overall
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discussion. One of these respondents also stressed the benefit of having one consistent
translator throughout the programme. The Vietnamese participants were reportedly
comfortable informing the programme managers when a translator was not meeting
their needs, and the managers aimed to have back-up translators available in case of any
issues. Additionally, the Vietnamese manager noted that participants often worked to
improve their English language skills, which lessened the impact of language barriers. For
one Vietnamese partner, the most significant problems with language occurred when
they tried to communicate over email with digital translation between face-to-face visits.
Low accuracy of digital translation systems could be a significant barrier to conducting
WOPs virtually.

Some issues were reported around communicating expectations between partners.
One Australian partner noted a tendency for ‘scope creep’ due to requests from their
Vietnamese counterpart that were outside the agreed action plan. Another Australian
partner said that the relationship began to feel more like consulting than a partnership,
perhaps suggesting they also felt there was some overreach. One of the Vietnamese
partners said that they would have liked more preliminary discussion to properly explore
the focus of the partnership, and that there was some confusion around expectations
early in the programme. Some expectations were set but not met; for example, an asset
management software programme for the Vietnamese partners had been discussed
between the programme managers but was not ultimately provided. However, the
knowledge sharing focus of the WOP programme seemed to be communicated clearly
in general, which helped set shared expectations of capacity-building as opposed to
providing new systems or equipment. Previous work has suggested that the legacy of
water sector privatization and PPPs caused misunderstandings around the purpose of
WOPs (Pascual Sanz et al., 2013), but we did not see evidence of this problem in our case
study.

Staff turnover was another problem noted by several interviewees. This was perceived
to reduce the effectiveness of the programme, as staff leave the organization and take the
new knowledge with them. Of course, it could also cause problems for relationships and
capacity-building during the programme. Several of the partnerships were negatively
impacted at some point by the loss of a key employee, and one Vietnamese partner
suggested that efforts should be made to select participants who are not expected to
leave within the WOP timeframe. While it would be difficult to prevent staff turnover
within the programme entirely, the comments highlight the importance of contingency
planning and careful resourcing to minimize the resulting discontinuity. The loss of well-
qualified staff members who may have enhanced their skills through a WOP has pre-
viously been highlighted as a problem, especially for the long-term sustainability of WOP
programme impact (Coppel & Schwartz, 2011).

Another challenge identified in the interviews was external limitations not necessarily
under the control of anyone involved in the WOP. For example, one Vietnamese partner
noted that funding for providing support to rural areas is a significant challenge, since the
utilities operate as PPPs and receive less government support than, for example, the
public utilities in Australia. Supplying remote areas can be difficult under a profit-driven
model because the associated revenue is low and may not even cover costs. An Australian
participant reported that this funding model sometimes prevented ideas being taken up.
Since this problem is inherent to the funding model of the utilities, it could not be easily
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solved by the WOP. Another Vietnamese interviewee noted that large-scale issues require
involvement of administration and management authorities, which was not a feature of
the WOP programme studied here.

Outcomes reported by participants

The interviewees from the Vietnamese partner utilities reported a wide range of opera-
tional and organizational benefits from the programme. Examples of operational achieve-
ments included improving asset management systems; automating processes at water
treatment plants; reducing non-revenue water; developing a water safety programme;
adopting better technology (e.g., asset management software that can be used on
a mobile device); adjusting quality control procedures; undertaking additional monitor-
ing; developing a ‘failure record’ to record any problems in the system, and improving
customer service protocols. At the organizational level, one Vietnamese partner discussed
working through the WOP programme to improve human resources (HR) assessment,
training and development. The same interviewee noted that their staff were inspired to
aim higher, have greater foresight, and work towards a broad vision when they saw the
standards reached by their Australian partner. Another interviewee from a Vietnamese
utility said that their staff noticed and learned from the level of collaboration between
departments in the Australian partner utility. A third Vietnamese interviewee said that,
through interactions with their partner, they recognized the need for better people
management to improve productivity. Two partners also reported expanding their exter-
nal networks to collaborate with government departments and committees towards
improving codes, policies, and broad-scale water management practices.

The Australian partners did not report any direct operational improvements related to
the programme, although one interviewee noted that they were considering obtaining
a new limewater treatment system based on what they saw in Viet Nam. However, all
Australian interviewees recognized benefits for staff development. This included giving
employees a more rounded skillset and a broader perspective on water management
globally, as well as improving their communication skills. All the participants we inter-
viewed reported a positive experience and felt that they grew personally and profession-
ally through the programme. They also noted high staff engagement and interest across
their organizations. One interviewee felt that, while there were reputational benefits for
their company, it would be valuable to consider how further incentives could be provided
to Australian water utilities to participate in future programmes. They implied that staff
from some Australian partner organizations (not necessarily the programme participants)
may have felt that there were not enough direct benefits to justify their investment.
Overall, it seems that further consideration is needed around whether North-South WOP
programmes should aim to provide equal benefits to organizations in both countries and,
if so, how this can be achieved.

Learnings and opportunities

Participant and manager suggested ideas for future WOPs

The interview respondents raised several new ideas for improving future
programmes and the overall effectiveness of WOPs. One idea focused on improving
funding management. The Australian manager suggested creating a central pool of
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donations that could be accessed to catalyse future partnerships, streamlining the fund-
ing process. A Vietnamese partner suggested that funding to implement upgrades based
on advice from their partner would add value. This could also be achieved through
a centralized funding pool, to be accessed on an as-needed basis throughout the
programme.

The Vietnamese manager suggested that future collaborations could focus on
a specified ‘hot topic’, allowing a larger number of organizations to be involved. This
could expand the reach of the programme beyond the initial five Viethamese companies,
while also leveraging the relationships already built through the WOP programme. They
suggested water source protection through community education and gender issues as
two topics of broad concern. A combination of face-to-face workshops and digital
collaboration could be used to reach water utility employees across Australia and Viet
Nam. Similarly, one Vietnamese partner suggested that it would be beneficial for the
different partnerships to come together to work on topics such as asset management,
which all five partnerships addressed separately during the WOP programme.

The idea of partnering with a similar organization (i.e., a South-South or North-North
partnership) was brought up by both Viethamese and Australian interviewees. Two
Australian interviewees said that a North-North partnership with a similar utility might
help their utility achieve more tangible outcomes. The Vietnamese interviewee felt that
both North-South and South-South partnerships could benefit them, stating ‘there is
always something for us to learn’.

A Vietnamese partner suggested that future WOPs could expand their scope to include
relevant local authorities (in Viet Nam, the Province’s People Committee). This would
allow the programme to address broader water issues such as source management
strategies, climate change response, managing population growth, and improving service
delivery for the industrial and agricultural sectors. Another Vietnamese partner suggested
that a WOP focused specifically on HR and strategic vision would be beneficial, noting that
the training provided by universities on these topics is not sufficient in Viet Nam. This
suggests that the Vietnamese participants would be interested in WOPs with a specific
focus on institutional learning (see the fourth section).

While the idea of digital partnerships without a face-to-face component was discussed,
the Australian manager suggested that this would not be optimal and could diminish
enthusiasm. The importance of face-to-face interactions was also noted by interviewees
from both Australian and Vietnamese partner organizations, with several references to the
importance of socializing outside work hours. Interviewees also described site visits to see
each other’s infrastructure as highly valuable. Therefore, although purely digital
programmes would require less funding, our results do not support a shift in this direc-
tion. Since the programme has ended, the rapid acceptance of online video meetings due
to COVID-19 lockdowns worldwide would suggest that improved interaction between
physical visits is now possible. However, this must not replace the critical in-person
components of WOP partnership development and relationship-building.

Operational versus institutional learning in WOPs

As part of the mid-term evaluation online survey, all five Australian respondents were
asked which priorities they had identified with their partner at the outset of the pro-
gramme. Initially, nine technical and four non-technical priorities were set across all
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Water utility business management / planning
Water technology validation

Water safety planning
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Indroduction of new water information systems
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Customer service

Contract and contractor management

Asset management
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Figure 2. Priorities identified by the partners at the outset of the programme (lined green for technical
and blue for non-technical) and priorities added subsequently (lined pale green for technical and pale
blue for non-technical), up until the time of the mid-term evaluation. Readers of the print article can
view the figures in colour online at https://doi.org/10.1080/07900627.2022.2109604.

partnerships (Figure 2), suggesting a focus on operational learning. However, as the
partners began working together, there was greater recognition of the need to build non-
technical skills. Between the initial goal-setting workshop in 2016 and the mid-term
evaluation in 2017 (Figure 1), seven non-technical priorities were added as opposed to
three technical (Figure 2, where pale blue and pale green indicate topics added after the
initial goal-setting process). This suggests that there is a tendency for new WOP partici-
pants to focus on operational skills, but that the importance of ‘soft’ skills becomes clearer
as they gain experience working in partnership.

The mid-term evaluation interviews also highlighted concerns among the Australian
partners about organizational management problems in their partner utilities. These
included:

e Reactive (rather than proactive) management strategies.
e Lack of formal decision-making procedures.
¢ |nefficient management structure.

Lack of connection between different parts of the business.
Inadequate incentives for maintenance.

In the post-programme interviews, the balance between operational and institutional
learning was also discussed. One Australian interviewee noted that they began the
programme focused on technical topics of non-revenue water, asset management and
water safety, but later the focus moved towards non-technical topics of contract, financial,
data and staff management. A second Australian participant said that they started
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working on asset management, water quality and engineering design, then added a focus
on HR later in the programme. The Australian manager noted that, in this partnership, HR
policies were transferred from the Australian to the Vietnamese partner. As a result,
employees at the Vietnamese utility now have improved access to annual leave, sick
leave and parental leave. One Vietnamese interviewee suggested that future WOP
programmes should place people at the centre and focus on strategic vision. They felt
that inadequate management and professional training was a key factor limiting perfor-
mance across the Vietnamese water sector.

Overall, our analysis suggests that both operational and institutional learning can be
achieved through WOP programmes. This aligns with the findings of Ndirangu et al.
(2013), who reported that effective management and strong organizational support
facilitated capacity-building at multiple levels for a WOP partner in Kenya. Pascual Sanz
et al. (2013) also pointed to progress in less tangible aspects of utility performance like
management, coordination and internal communication for a WOP between the
Netherlands and Malawi. For a particularly successful WOP between the Netherlands
and Vietnam, Wright-Contreras et al. (2020) noted a strong focus on institutional devel-
opment with nearly half of the total project budget going to HR. In our study, although
most of the partnerships initially focused on technical learning, several interviewees also
reported successful outcomes in non-technical areas. However, one interviewee in the
mid-term evaluation did note that it can be challenging to address people and manage-
ment issues, particularly across cultures. Future WOP programmes should consider the
need for institutional, as opposed to operational, learning and ensure that adequate time
and resources are allocated to building the strong relationships required to address these
topics.

Aligning WOP programmes with emerging problems

In future, the water sector is likely to face new pressures due to factors such as globaliza-
tion, climate change, population growth and changing community expectations (US
Agency for International Development & US Department of State, 2007). Of course,
these developments will impact different countries and utilities to varying degrees. We
asked interviewees to discuss whether these (or other) challenges could impact their
utility, or their partner, and whether WOPs could be well placed to address them. None of
the respondents indicated that they had specifically aimed to build resilience to future
change, although long-term planning was discussed in detail in one partnership. One
Australian interviewee noted that their partner first needs to solve current problems, and
another said that their partner was not thinking about future issues because their primary
focus is still on providing basic services to their customers.

The Vietnamese participants pointed to climate change, population growth and chan-
ging community expectations around potable water as upcoming challenges for their
utilities. One said that the business managers had improved vision to cope with future
change because of the WOP. However, an interviewee pointed out that these large-scale
problems require input from policymakers and management authorities, so they cannot
be adequately addressed by utilities alone. Another interviewee also noted that broader
management is needed, especially in cases where water resources have multiple users.

The Australian participants pointed to climate change as the most significant future
challenge for their organizations, with population growth, geopolitical issues (e.g.,
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transboundary river management between two or more countries) and changing com-
munity expectations (especially around operational safety) also important for their
Vietnamese partners. Two Australian participants indicated that they could add value
helping their partner with long-term water security planning. Another pointed to
a specific infrastructure solution that they would recommend to their partner to manage
the impacts of sea level rise, but noted that additional funding rather than mentorship
alone would be needed. Two Australian partners indicated a desire to work together on
shared future challenges, with one saying, ‘the more we collaborate, the better prepared
we will be for all of [the future challenges]’. However, they also said that reluctance to
discuss and learn from past failures was a barrier to such collaborations.

Overall, our results suggest that WOPs have potential for advancing the broader
development landscape and addressing future risks provided there is sufficient buy-in
from multiple stakeholders and suitable funding pools to progress ideas from the partner-
ships. Our interviews have provided demonstrable evidence for the ability of these
programmes to facilitate both knowledge sharing and physical infrastructure develop-
ment provided programme goals are sufficiently identified and set.

Summary of key learnings

We identified above five key issues for WOPs that required further investigation. Through
our analysis, we were able to extract learnings related to these topics (Table 1).

Conclusions

This study used survey results and semi-structured interview data collected during and
after a North-South WOP programme to better understand how WOPs can contribute
to improved water services. We find evidence for trust and relationship-building as key
success factors, and our results highlight the important role that water associations (or
other programme managers) can play in achieving positive outcomes. Participants
reported that both technical and institutional learning were achieved, with notable
positive outcomes for the Vietnamese partners and their capacity to serve their con-
stituents. However, extending these benefits to improve water management in Viet
Nam in the face of future challenges would require additional investment to implement
suitable upgrades and involve political actors outside the utilities themselves. The
Australian partners had different goals, often related to staff engagement as opposed
to service delivery, and the programme was generally successful from their perspective
as well. However, there were challenges associated with language barriers and staff
turnover, which made it more difficult to build and maintain the interpersonal relation-
ships considered vital to a successful partnership. Because relationship-building was
a key success factor and tends to require substantial time investment, the initial time-
frame (18 months) was too short, and all interviewees agreed that the one-year exten-
sion was needed. Our results suggest that, ideally, WOP programmes should be
implemented over several years and participants should plan to focus on goal-setting
and relationship-building for the first year at least. Some of our research participants
reported difficulties communicating expectations, which may have been alleviated if
more time was explicitly included for programme planning at the outset. From
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a funding perspective, it seems likely that a smaller number of multi-year partnerships
would be more productive than a larger number of partnerships that achieve little
because participants are unable to both build trust and complete their operational goals
within the timeframe. Ensuring that proper monitoring and evaluation forms part of the
initial programme design is also important, including interviews with utility partners
conducted by an independent third party. This should take place both during and well
after the formal completion of the programme, as in this study, to assess the meaningful
and persisting impacts of the programme. Overall, our results support the potential
effectiveness of WOPs to meet a wide variety of water utility needs provided strong
relationship-building is facilitated and open, culturally sensitive communication is
emphasized. Ensuring effective WOP design and implementation will play an important
role in meeting SDG 6 (via target 6.a) through improvements in both technical and soft
skills.

Acknowledgements

We thank our interviewees for generously contributing their time and expertise to this project. We
gratefully acknowledge the contribution of Dr Kim Spurway to the mid-term evaluation data
collection and reporting.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding

This study received funding from the UNSW Global Water Institute.

ORCID

Clare M. Stephens (2) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7387-0563
Michelle Ho ([2) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1513-8016
Susanne Schmeidl (©) http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5355-5681
Hung T. Pham () http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9331-9384
Andrew P. Dansie (&) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4469-6762
Gregory L. Leslie () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8755-0464
Lucy A. Marshall (®) http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0450-4292

References

Askvik, S. (1999). Twinning in Norwegian development assistance: A response to Jones and Blunt.
Public Administration and Development, 19(4), 403-408. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X
(199910)19:4<403::AID-PAD96>3.0.CO;2-0

Beck, A. (2019). Water operator partnerships: Peer learning and the politics of solidarity in water and
sanitation service provision. WIREs Water, 6(1), e01324. https://doi.org/10.1002/wat2.1324

Boag, G., & McDonald, D. (2010). A critical review of public—public partnerships in water services.
Water Alternatives, 3(1), 1-25.


https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X(199910)19:4%3C403::AID-PAD96%3E3.0.CO;2-O
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X(199910)19:4%3C403::AID-PAD96%3E3.0.CO;2-O
https://doi.org/10.1002/wat2.1324

574 e C. M. STEPHENS ET AL.

Breeveld, R, Hermans, L., & Veenstra, S. (2013). Water operator partnerships and institutional
capacity development for urban water supply. Water Policy, 15(S2), 165-182. https://doi.org/10.
2166/wp.2013.018

Coppel, G. P., & Schwartz, K. (2011). Water operator partnerships as a model to achieve the
millennium development goals for water supply? Lessons from four cities in Mozambique.
Water S.A., 37(4), 575-583. https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v37i4.17

Dansie, A., Schmeidl, S., Spurway, K., Chin, M., & Leslie, G. (2018). Australia-Vietnam water utilities
twinning program monitoring report. University of New South Wales Global Water Institute.

Dondeynaz, C., Moreno, C. C, & Lorente, J. J. C. (2012). Analysing inter-relationships among water,
governance, human development variables in developing countries. Hydrology and Earth System
Sciences, 16(10), 3791. https://doi.org/10.5194/hess-16-3791-2012

Gallego-Ayala, J., Dimene, C. D. S., Munhequete, A., & Amos, R. (2014). Assessing the performance of
urban water utilities in Mozambique using a water utility performance index. Water SA, 40(4),
665-676. https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v40i4.12

Goldman, M. (2007). How “Water for Alll” policy became hegemonic: The power of the World Bank
and its transnational policy networks. Geoforum, 38(5), 786-800. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geo
forum.2005.10.008

GWOPA & IWA 2021. Water operators partnerships: Building WOPs for sustainable development in
water and sanitation.

GWOPA & UNESCO-IHE Delft 2021. Learning approaches in water operators’ partnerships — framing
the issues.

Harris, M., & Schlappa, H. (2008). ‘Hoovering up the money'? Delivering government-funded
capacity-building programmes to voluntary and community organisations. Social Policy and
Society, 7(2), 135-146. https://doi.org/10.1017/51474746407004095

Jones, M. L. (2001). Sustainable organizational capacity building: Is organizational learning a key?
The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 12(1), 91-98. https://doi.org/10.1080/
713769590

Jones, M. L., & Blunt, P. (1999). ‘Twinning’ as a method of sustainable institutional capacity building.
Public Administration and Development, 19(4), 381-402. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X
(199910)19:4<381::AID-PAD87>3.0.CO;2-1

Martin-Bordes, J. L. (2020). National Water operators’ partnerships: Short term exchanges between
Greek operators. BEWOP.

Ndirangu, N., Ng'ang’a, J., Chege, A., De Blois, R.-J., & Mels, A. (2013). Local solutions in non-revenue
water management through North-South water operator partnerships: The case of Nakuru.
Water Policy, 15(S2), 137-164. https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.117

Pascual Sanz, M., Veenstra, S., Wehn de Montalvo, U., Van Tulder, R., & Alaerts, G. (2013). What counts
as ‘results’ in capacity development partnerships between water operators? A multi-path
approach toward accountability, adaptation and learning. Water Policy, 15(52), 242-266. https://
doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.022

Pigram, J. J. (2001). Opportunities and constraints in the transfer of water technology and experi-
ence between countries and regions. International Journal of Water Resources Development, 17(4),
563-579. https://doi.org/10.1080/07900620120094091

Ryan, G. W., & Bernard, H. R. (2003). Techniques to identify themes. Field Methods, 15(1), 85-109.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569

Tsibani, F. G. (2007). A literature review of the twinning approach in supporting developmental
water services by water services institutions (WSls) and water services authorities (WSAs) in South
Africa. Water SA, 31(3), 335-344. https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v31i3.5223

Tutusaus, M., & Schwartz, K. (2016). National water operators’ partnerships: A promising instrument
for capacity development? Journal of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for Development, 6(3),
500-506. https://doi.org/10.2166/washdev.2016.040

UNSGAB. (2006). Hashimoto action. Compendium of Action.

UN-WATER. (2021). Summary progress update 2021 - SDG 6 — Water and sanitation for all.


https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.018
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.018
https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v37i4.17
https://doi.org/10.5194/hess-16-3791-2012
https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v40i4.12
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2005.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2005.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746407004095
https://doi.org/10.1080/713769590
https://doi.org/10.1080/713769590
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X(199910)19:4%3C381::AID-PAD87%3E3.0.CO;2-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-162X(199910)19:4%3C381::AID-PAD87%3E3.0.CO;2-1
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.117
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.022
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2013.022
https://doi.org/10.1080/07900620120094091
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569
https://doi.org/10.4314/wsa.v31i3.5223
https://doi.org/10.2166/washdev.2016.040

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF WATER RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT . 575

US Agency for International Development & US Department of State. 2007. Addressing water
challenges in the developing world: A framework for action.

Wehn, U., & Montalvo, C. (2018). Knowledge transfer dynamics and innovation: Behaviour, interac-
tions and aggregated outcomes. Journal of Cleaner Production, 171(Supplement), S56-S68.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.09.198

Wright-Contreras, L., Perkins, J., Pascual, M., & Soppe, G. (2020). Water operators’ partnerships and
their supporting role in the improvement of urban water supply in Da Nang. International Journal
of Water Resources Development, 36(1), 1-26. https://doi.org/10.1080/07900627.2019.1625753


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.09.198
https://doi.org/10.1080/07900627.2019.1625753

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Water operator partnerships (WOPs) in development
	Case study

	Methods
	Results and discussion
	Operational findings
	Programme design and management
	Relationship-building
	Challenges for the programme
	Outcomes reported by participants

	Learnings and opportunities
	Participant and manager suggested ideas for future WOPs
	Operational versus institutional learning in WOPs
	Aligning WOP programmes with emerging problems

	Summary of key learnings

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

