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SWAN Cape Town 2026 Workshop – Roundtable Recap:  

“How Do we finance…” 
 

Topic: Water-as-a-Service 
Facilitators: Peter Marota (City of Mbombela Local Municipality) & Mike (The 

Water Fund) 
 

“Across all challenges, strong partnerships are essential. Water-as-a-Service is not a 
simple outsourcing arrangement; it involves a complex ecosystem of operators, technology 
providers, financiers, and public institutions. Structuring these relationships carefully from 

the outset is critical to project success.” 
 

I. Summary 
 
Defining Water-as-a-Service 
Water-as-a-Service in the private sector typically involves outsourcing water management 
and delivery to a third-party provider, who assumes responsibility for operations, 
maintenance, and often capital investment. In the public or municipal sector, the concept 
can be adapted, but structural differences, such as regulatory frameworks, public 
accountability, and funding models must be considered. 
 
Comparison with the Energy Sector 
There are notable parallels between water and electricity service models, particularly in 
terms of infrastructure delivery, metering, and consumption-based billing. However, key 
differences exist in market structure, regulatory oversight, and risk allocation, which 
influence how service models and financing approaches can be applied. 
 
Financing Constraints and Opportunities 
Water infrastructure and service models face significant financing barriers, including high 
upfront costs, long payback periods, and regulatory or political risk. Potential mechanisms 
to overcome these constraints include structured public-private partnerships, 
performance-based contracts, and linking investments to measurable operational or 
financial outcomes that provide assurance to financiers. 
 
II. Top Challenges 
 

1. Structural, technical, and governance complexity 
Water-as-a-Service is difficult to standardise. Each project must be structured 
around a specific asset, user, and regulatory environment. The technical complexity 
of water systems, combined with layered governance and regulatory oversight, 
means solutions vary significantly across municipal, commercial/industrial, and 
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private sector applications. 
 

2. Public sector cost recovery and payment risk 
In the public sector, financial viability is constrained by the constitutional right to 
water, politically sensitive tariffs, and often outdated billing and collection systems. 
These factors create uncertainty around cost recovery and payment reliability, 
which directly affects the bankability of projects. 
 

3. Creation of reliance on a service provider 
Both the public and private sectors can be hesitant to transfer responsibility for 
something as critical as water services to an external provider. This creates concern 
around dependency and loss of control. As a result, clear step-in rights, takeover 
mechanisms, and continuity arrangements must be carefully designed to ensure 
service security if the provider fails. 
 

III. Practical Solutions, Tools, Approaches, & Best Practices 
 

1. Addressing structural, technical, and governance complexity 
Start by clearly defining the scope of the service within the specific sector where it is 
applied. Water-as-a-Service models differ significantly across municipal, 
commercial/industrial, mining, and residential contexts, so solutions should draw 
on relevant case studies and operational experience from similar applications. The 
focus should be on sector-specific technical requirements, governance structures, 
and data needs, rather than attempting a single standardised model. 
 

2. Managing public sector cost recovery and payment risk 
Financial structures should be informed by practical precedents, both 
internationally and locally. Existing projects provide useful lessons on tariff design, 
collection mechanisms, and risk allocation. While these examples are not without 
challenges, they demonstrate workable approaches and help structure projects in a 
way that improves payment certainty and long-term financial sustainability. 
 

3. Managing reliance on a service provider 
Concerns around dependency can be addressed through carefully designed 
contractual mechanisms. Agreements should include clear step-in rights, takeover 
provisions, and defined handover conditions for assets and infrastructure. These 
provisions ensure continuity of service if a provider exits and clarify the expected 
condition of systems and equipment at the end of the contract term. 
 

IV. Main Industry Takeaways 
 

1. Partnerships and structures matter 
Successful Water-as-a-Service models depend on strong partnerships, clear 
structures, and well-designed contracts that allocate risk and responsibility 
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appropriately across the value chain. 
 

2. Bring in experienced players 
Complex projects benefit from next-level technical, operational, and financial 
partners who have experience delivering similar models and can help navigate 
complexity. 
 

3. Reduce uncertainty by drawing on global experience 
There is significant uncertainty and concern around water service delivery, 
particularly in the public sector. However, there is also substantial international 
experience and support available, which can be leveraged to inform and strengthen 
future implementations. 


