


�

400 documents on water supply and electricity 
sectors—reports, case studies, project reports, 
and journal articles—with data covering a span 
of about 15 years (Kariuki and Schwartz 2005). 
The review identified at least 100 locations in 49 
developing countries, in which small-scale water 
supply and electricity service providers were 
assumed to serve communities of up to 50,000 
people (urban, periurban, or rural). 

The review estimated that around 7,000 small-
scale private providers of electricity services 
operate in 32 countries (suppliers of networked 
services and dealers of solar panels and other 
household generating equipment, but exclud-
ing battery recharging businesses). And 10,000 
small-scale private providers of water supply 
are active in 49 countries. These estimates are 
based only on the countries for which literature 
was available. Given the scarcity of documented 
evidence, they probably represent only a frac-
tion of the total population of small-scale private 
service providers, though it is difficult to extrapo-
late reliably across countries or regions from the 
information. 

Small-scale private service providers have 
traditionally played three basic roles—gap filler 
(providing alternative supply where service qual-

ity is low), pioneer (running systems where no 
public service exists), and subconcessionaire (retail-
ing water or electricity purchased from a utility). 
But more recently they are being called on to 
assume the role of operator of existing small 
public systems that need to be expanded or run 
more efficiently. 

Typically established solely to supply water or 
electricity, small-scale providers take a variety 
of organizational forms, both for profit and 
nonprofit. They use a wide variety of technolo-
gies, and their capital investments accordingly 
range from a few hundred to several hundred 
thousand dollars. Financing is often a constraint, 
with the main sources being retained earnings, 
loans from family and friends, and loans from 
formal and informal lenders. The vast majority 
have fewer than 50 employees, and most fewer 
than 10.

How big a role?
A global overview of the documented activity 
suggests that small-scale private service providers 
are active around the world—but particularly so 
in Africa, where 23 countries have documented 
cases (table 1). In Africa small-scale providers 
are active in water supply in at least 11 coun-
tries, in both water and energy supply in another 
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Figure 1  
In some countries many households rely on small-scale private service providers for water supply

Source: Kariuki and Schwartz 2005.
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11 countries, and in energy alone only in Zimba-
bwe (as noted, the documented evidence probably 
represents only a very small share of the total popu-
lation). There are also strong indications that the 
scope and scale of activity by small-scale providers 
have increased over the past decade in Africa.1

The relative importance of small-scale providers 
in water supply appears to vary across the region 
(figure 1). The evidence suggests that many coun-
tries in East and West Africa rely relatively heavily 
on such providers for water supply. Less docu-
mented evidence tends to be available for Central 
and southern Africa, though there is anecdotal 
evidence of small-scale activity in both.

Reliance on small-scale providers for water supply 
appears to vary across locations even within 
African countries. Small-scale service provid-
ers are particularly active in the capital cities of 
Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Kenya, Senegal, Sudan, 
Tanzania, and Uganda. The share of the popula-
tion or households served by such providers in 
important urban centers ranges widely, from 21 
percent in Dakar to 30 percent in Kampala, 35 
percent in Abidjan, 56 percent in Dar es Salaam, 
60 percent in Nairobi, 66 percent in Conakry, 
and 80 percent in Khartoum.

Among the 32 developing countries in which there 
is documented activity in electricity by small-scale 
private providers, 15 have a high level of activ-
ity, primarily in rural areas and small settlements. 
The 7,000 small-scale service providers operat-
ing in the electricity sector serve an estimated 
10–50 million clients.2 Asia accounts for about 85 
percent of these providers, however, while Africa, 
the Middle East, and Latin America each have 
documented evidence of fewer than 500. 

In Africa activity by small-scale providers of elec-
tricity services has been constrained, primarily 
by poor access to financial markets, high transac-
tion costs, and the monopolistic rights granted 
to national utilities. That said, a few postconflict 
countries, such as Mozambique, show a notable 
incidence of activity by such providers (figure 2).

Moreover, among the 12 African countries where 
activity by small-scale providers in electricity 
has been documented, the evidence suggests 
that these providers are relatively important in 
Kenya, Mali, and Somalia and somewhat so in 
Mozambique, Ethiopia, and Uganda (table 2). 
In the other six countries they are less important. 
But this may be because the literature review 
excluded battery recharging services, numerous 
in many African countries.

The record 
of activity by 
small-scale 
operators is 
encouraging

Figure 2  
Reliance on small-scale private service providers for electricity is also high in some countries

Source: Kariuki and Schwartz 2005.
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Reaching unserved communities in Africa with basic services




