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‘Human well-being,
livelihoods, food security,

ecosystems, natural
habitats, industries and

growing cities are directly
reliant on groundwater’

– South African
Development Community

Groundwater
Management Institute, 2017
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BACKGROUND: Where is Malawi’s water sector coming from?  
Malawi is one of the few countries that achieved the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for water supply. Currently, 86% of the popula  on 
access safe water. Fi  y-seven percent (57%) of improved water points in rural areas are boreholes fi  ed with handpumps drawn from 
groundwater sources; this translates to an es  mated 11.5 million people reached by handpumps, making it the primary source of safe drinking 
water for rural popula  ons.

Despite signifi cant gains in the MDG era, a persistent sustainability challenge haunts the sector. Approximately 1/3 of water points are 
consistently non-func  onal, and 30% of handpumps fail within fi ve years of installa  on.  As a result of non-func  onality, access to safe water is 
diminished to approximately 2/3rd of the popula  on, pu   ng Malawians at higher risk of contrac  ng water-borne diseases, incurring produc  vity 
losses, and was  ng water supply investments, which is es  mated at US$ 54 million for handpumps alone. Sustainability challenges put Malawi at 
risk of losing the gains it made in the MDGs years, and threatens the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

Behind the Challenge: Failures in the service delivery chain

Mul  ple factors aff ect the sustainability 
of groundwater sources. Most of these 
challenges are not new. Knowledge of 
these issues exist yet func  onality fi gures 
remain sta  c, with the water sector stuck 
in a state of iner  a.  The factors aff ec  ng 
non-func  onality today par  ally stem from 
the signifi cant infrastructure developments 
that gave limited considera  ons to other 
dimensions along the ‘service delivery 

chain’ (see fi gure above) that could ensure long-term service delivery. Meaningful impact will require inves  ng in the whole chain instead of 
only one dimension, and the u  lisa  on of a mul  -sectoral approach, which remains rare in the water supply sector.

At the pre-installa  on phase, there is inadequate understanding and limited data on groundwater for adequate water resources management. 
Climate variability, environmental degrada  on, and Malawi’s rapidly growing popula  on has also exacerbated groundwater deple  on.

Poor construc  on quality, inadequate supervision, and limited accountability are key challenges faced during installa  on. Handpumps are 
sited without adequate groundwater assessments, service providers have limited hydrogeology skills, and there is insuffi  cient knowledge 
of government-approved installa  on standards and guidance. Addi  onally, there is weak enforcement of policy, limited supervision due to 
resource constraints and limited technical capacity of front-line staff , and poli  cal interference. The result: poor-quality construc  on, which puts 
excessive wear on handpumps, causing faster break downs and placing undue fi nancial burden on rural popula  ons to 
maintain what were in essence poor-quality handpumps. Compounding the challenge 
is limited accountability, where service providers are not held accountable to re-
develop, recommission or replace handpumps that were poorly installed.  

Addi  onal obstacles to sustainability occur at the post-installa  on 
phase. The community-based management (CBM)  service delivery 
arrangement for the opera  on and maintenance (O&M) of 
handpumps is in most cases not func  oning, yet this arrangement 
is s  ll implemented with li  le to no modifi ca  on. Inadequate 
fi nancing for minor repairs and preventa  ve maintenance, 
insuffi  cient mentorship of water point commi  ees, lack of trust, 
and inconsistent external support due to resource constrained 
district governments contribute to sub-op  mal CBM. The 
result: preventa  ve maintenance is rarely conducted, and 
signifi cant delays are incurred before handpumps are repaired. 
Non-func  onality also puts addi  onal strain on func  onal 
handpumps, further deple  ng groundwater sources and 
increasing the risk of mechanical failures.

The challenges aff ec  ng fi eld-level service are fundamentally 
concerned with the enabling environment. Limited accountability, 
weak enforcement of government standards, poor sector coordina  on, 
and weak informa  on management systems are key problems associated 
with governance in the sector. Unless these enabling environment 
challenges are addressed, sustainability will remain a pipe dream. This can 
only change if there is a new paradigm for rural water service delivery that 
includes tackling issues in wider governance systems, to unblock persistent sector 
bo  lenecks and sustain rural water supply investments. 

The challenges are considerable and will require boldness, innova  on, and cross-sectoral collabora  on to posi  vely disrupt the iner  a in 
Malawi’s water sector and create a movement for change. BASEfl ow, through its 5-year strategy, intends to be part of driving this change. 
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BASEFLOW STRATEGY

Vision & Mission: Why do we exist?
BASEfl ow’s vision for change is ‘a world where no well runs dry’. BASEfl ow’s core mission is to improve the sustainability of groundwater 
sources for rural popula  ons to access safe drinking water, by empowering both public and private sector actors with the appropriate 
knowledge, skills, technologies, and innova  ons to sustainably harness groundwater sources.Our slogan, ‘(re)discover groundwater’, highlights 
the importance of reimagining our understanding of groundwater sources, in order to leverage it sustainably and meet the needs of rural 
popula  ons in the context of an ever-increasing demand on this resource. 

BASEfl ow’s work will contribute to suppor  ng the achievement of the SDGs, specifi cally SDG 6.1, 6.4, 6.5, 6B, and complementary goals including 
SDG 15.

Theory of Change: How are we going to disrupt the sector? 
Our theory of change is summarised in the fi gure on page 5. Five implementa  on strategies will drive the achievement its vision. 

Model innova  ons BASEfl ow will develop innova  ve models to address some of the most pressing challenges in groundwater service 
delivery. These models will be tested to determine their eff ec  veness, and the learnings documented and shared with the sector for 
poten  al adop  on at scale. Please see fi gure on page 4 for our approach to modelling innova  ons.  

Partnerships BASEfl ow will engage in strategic partnerships with academia and infl uen  al actors from government and non-governmental 
organisa  ons. We will also par  cipate in high-level forums for knowledge exchange and advocacy. 

Evidence for change BASEfl ow will conduct evidence genera  on ac  vi  es and disseminate key informa  on in a crea  ve manner to 
ensure that evidence is used for eff ec  ve service delivery. These ac  vi  es will include research, mapping exercises, borehole forensics, 
and sustainability checks, among others.

Capacity building BASEfl ow will build the capacity of sector actors on sustainable groundwater service delivery by conduc  ng 
trainings and developing guidance documents as needed. It will also conduct fi eld demonstra  ons where necessary to impart skills 
and knowledge. For sustainability, we will support the Water Services Associa  on of Malawi (WASAMA) to eventually lead capacity 
development for the sector. 

Demand genera  on BASEfl ow will engage in awareness raising ac  vi  es, using their strengths in crea  ve communica  on, to create 
demand for quality water supply service provision and increase accountability.

CORE 
VALUES

Transparency

Evidence

Problems cannot be solved 
using the same thinking that 

created them . The fact that the 
challenges we will tackle have 

plagued the sector for decades 
shows that new ideas are 

needed! BASEfl ow will apply 
innovative thinking, creativity, 

and adaptive management 
throughout its initiatives.

Innovation

Boldness
We recognises that the 

challenges it seeks to address 
are complex, which is precisely 

why they have persisted for 
decades. BASEfl ow believes 

that courage is needed to 
take calculated risks and make 

ambitious programming 
decisions to change what many 
in the sector believe cannot be 

change

BASEfl ow believes evidence 
should be used to inform 

decisions and add value to the 
sector, even if the evidence is 
uncomfortable. BASEfl ow will 

not only contribute to evidence 
generation, but also disseminate 

existing evidence, through 
knowledge exchange and 

advocacy, to enable other actors 
to apply evidence for decision-

making

Means openness all 
everything we do. This 

core value will permeate 
throughout their work 

which means we will also 
be open to scrutiny in our 

operations and internal 
processes

Programming for sustainability 
means establishing systems to 
ensure the changes BASEfl ow 

brokers last beyond our program 
timeframes. This involves building 

strong partnerships with local actors, 
strengthening existing structures, 

and empowering local communities 
with the skills and knowledge to 

contribute to sustainable services

Sustainability
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IMPLEMENTING THE STRATEGY 
BASEfl ow will have a core team of fi ve staff  members 
to maintain its fl exibility and facilitate eff ec  ve team-
building, with addi  onal staff  recruited on a temporary 
basis based on the scope of their ini  a  ves. A Board of 
Trustees is already in place to provide strategic guidance 
and oversight. We will cul  vate a diverse set of funding 
streams to minimise risk and ensure the sustainability 
of the organisa  on. We will also strengthen our exis  ng 
partnerships and develop new partnerships as needed 
(including beyond the water sector). To monitor results 
and enable course correc  on as needed, BASEfl ow will 
conduct a mid-term and end-term review of its strategy, as 
well as annual program reviews. In addi  on, costs will be 
documented to enable future analyses of cost-eff ec  veness 
and value-for-money. Knowledge exchange and learning will 
also be embedded in all of BASEfl ow’s work, and applied to 
programming on an ongoing basis. 

Result Areas: What do we hope to achieve? 
BASEfl ow will measure its success on several key performance 
indicators. This includes the func  onality of handpumps 
as an overall outcome measure of eff ec  ve groundwater 
management and sustainability.  

Key intermediate outcomes will include 
• Change in groundwater levels
• Evidence of adherence to government approved 

groundwater development standards 
• Evidence of eff ec  ve roll-out and impact of O&M 

framework.

Addi  onal outputs will be further specifi ed on a yearly basis 
and ar  culated in our annual work plans.  An evidence-based 

monitoring system that links each ac  vity to the key outcomes 
it contributes to will be used to ensure that all of BASEfl ow’s 

work drives its theory of change forward
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BASEfl ow
P. O. Box 30467 Blantyre

Physical Address
2nd Floor, Galaxy House, Opposite AXA
Email: info@basefl owmw.com


