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ABSTRACT 

The question of whether citizen engagement improves service delivery seems 
deceptively simple. Current donor discourses and approaches in urban water reforms 
support several forms of engagement and “voice” mechanisms, including public auditing, 
citizen report cards and—what this study investigates—formal grievance redressal 
mechanisms. But who benefits from these mechanisms, and does the institutionalization 
of tools for grievance redressal make providers more responsive and lead to 
improvements in service delivery? Through fieldwork in Greater Bangalore and Manila 
around municipal water, this study arrives at two main findings. First, the efficacy of 
grievance redressal mechanisms is contingent on pre-existing relationships of 
accountability between policy makers, utility managers, contractors, citizens, and the 
regulator as the case may be. Unless the redressal mechanism strengthens (or 
establishes) these relationships, service providers are not likely to be responsive to 
citizen demands—even if they are channeled through formal routes. Second, not all 
types of citizens/consumers benefit from such mechanisms. The poor, for instance, 
continue to rely on informal channels based on relationships with elected representatives 
and community organizers. Efforts to enhance accountability in urban water should be 
cognizant of these complex relationships and the multiple ways in which citizens actually 
voice their grievances.  
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I. INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW 

A. Objectives 
1. Citizen engagement with urban service providers—through public consultation, 
feedback, monitoring, and auditing—is considered essential for improving the quality 
of services, and is central to the reform agenda in many developing cities. Complaint 
management has become a popular tool based on the premise that timely and 
reliable information about the quality of a service experienced at point-of-use has the 
potential to improve performance further up the service delivery chain. In theory, this 
can be true: feedback by consumers can exert bottom-up pressure on service 
providers, thereby enhancing vertical and horizontal accountability. But, in reality, do 
service providers—be they water utilities, community organizations, or municipal 
governments—respond to consumer grievances? Why or why not? Moreover, who 
benefits from grievance redressal mechanisms? The objective of this study is to 
assess whether and why providers of water and sanitation are responsive to 
consumer feedback and grievances. The hypothesis is that apart from the broader 
socio-political context within which service providers operate, there are certain key 
relationships between actors (managers, frontline workers, regulators, local 
government) that enable responsiveness. Any reform agenda or water service 
project should therefore understand these relationships and enhance them along 
side the implementation of citizen feedback mechanisms. The central research 
questions and claims can be summarized as: 
 
Questions: Do formal complaint mechanisms improve water delivery for all? Why or 
why aren’t service providers responsive? 
 
Claims: Institutional linkages, incentive structures, and key relationships of 
accountability explain the responsiveness of service providers to public grievances. 
Reforms to improve service delivery and accountability should focus on enhancing 
these relationships, and institutionalizing grievance redressal mechanisms where 
appropriate and feasible. 
 
2. This paper aims to explore this question through case study research in Greater 
(peripheral) Bangalore and Metro Manila, two cities that have experimented with 
grievance redressal mechanisms in a range of services, including water and 
sanitation. The goal of the paper is to improve understanding about the linkages 
between citizen feedback, provider-government-citizen relationships, and 
accountability. The paper provides sobering evidence for how feedback mechanisms 
actually work in practice by drawing on interviews and institutional mapping in the 
two cities. 
 
3. One motivation for this study lies in the fact that it is widely acknowledged that 
despite financial assistance by development banks and efforts by domestic 
governments, more than 100 million people in Asia’s urban areas still have no 
access to safe drinking water (ADB 2002). There is much work to be done if the 
millennium development goal (MDG) of halving the number of people without 
sustainable access to safe water is to be achieved in the next 8 years, i.e. by 2015.1 
  

                                                 
1 See UN Millennium Development Goals http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/# 
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4. The ADB’s commitment to helping meet this MDG is evident in its comprehensive 
water policy “Water for All (2001).” This policy document asserts that participation 
involving public, private, community, and NGO stakeholders is the “centerpiece of 
any water service endeavor (ADB 2001b: 10)”. Although the Bank is starting to 
include community participation components in its water projects (particularly in rural 
and small scale towns2), these initiatives have not always been sustained after the 
completion of the project, nor are they institutionalized enough so as to have 
sufficient “teeth” for bringing about meaningful change. Participation has remained in 
the realm of consultative meetings in pre-project preparation, and has, unfortunately, 
been relegated to mere rhetoric in many cases.  
 
5. In an impact evaluation study of ADB’s water and sanitation projects in the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and China by the Operations and Evaluation 
Department, it was found that most projects did not sufficiently incorporate 
beneficiary involvement in either planning nor O&M. Specifically, the evaluation 
states:  

 
The survey data show little community involvement in project planning, 
design, construction or O&M (ADB 2002: 18).  
 
Good governance is one of the key elements of ADB’s poverty reduction 
strategy. 3  Sound management, stakeholder participation, transparency 
and accountability are important components that help strengthen good 
governance. Projects assessed in this evaluation fell short on some or all 
of these elements (ibid).  
 
Informed citizens are often the most motivated quality control 
monitors…Project design can also incorporate the involvement of 
qualified and committed local and international NGOs to help mobilize 
and empower communities to participate in monitoring and evaluation 
(ADB 2002: 19). [Emphasis added in all quotes] 
 

6. The evaluation report also stated, however, that customer involvement in these 
projects was much lower than in ongoing projects or those currently being designed 
(ADB 2002: iv). This would suggest that the next generation of ADB projects are, or 
should be, more cognizant of the need for citizen participation. To this end, the 2001 
“Water for All” policy states: 

 
“Water projects supported by ADB will incorporate carefully designed 
components that promote the participation of civil society in identifying 
needs and issues, designing solutions, and establishing mechanisms for 
monitoring and dispute resolution. Tools, including guidelines for the 
design and implementation of successful participatory processes in water 
sector activities, will be developed (emphasis added, ibid)”. 

 

                                                 
2 I am grateful to Tatiana Gallego-Lizon for helping me understand ADB’s experience with community 

participation in the water supply and sanitation in villages and small towns in Sri Lanka.  
3 See ADB. 1999. Fighting Poverty in Asia and the Pacific: The Poverty Reduction Strategy of the Asian 

Development Bank, Manila. 
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7. This paper is primarily interested in the “tools” that enable consumer feedback in 
urban water, and the institutional spaces and linkages that make feedback effective. 
A range of tools has been experimented with to various degrees, including citizen 
report cards, e-grievance redressal mechanisms, and consumer courts, among 
several others. Some tools are initiated by the state, while others are implemented in 
partnership with private organizations, NGOs, consumer rights organizations, or a 
combination of stakeholders.  
 

B. Trends in urban water governance 
8. In order to understand why citizen feedback in urban service delivery is currently 
relevant, it is helpful to examine three major trends and patterns of thinking that are 
shaping today’s global water and sanitation governance agenda. The first is gradual 
recognition by major international agencies that privatization has not only failed to 
take off the ground in some cases (World Bank 2000a), but also does not always 
bring the needed investment and efficiency gains, nor ensure equitable access (ADB 
2003; Hall and Lobina 2005; UNDP 2006). Consensus is developing within these 
agencies that sound management, reduction in non-revenue water, cost recovery, 
and widespread coverage of quality piped water—especially to the poor—are all 
important targets, and can be achieved through a variety of different supplier 
arrangements (ADB 2006b; UNDP 2006).  

 
9. The second trend is a shift away from a focus on supply side, capital-intensive 
projects to demand side management and institutional reforms (Geoghegan and 
Slaymaker 2007). At the very least, the current generation of urban water projects 
attempts to integrate both supply-side and demand-side strategies (Dinar et al. 
1998). Related to this trend is growing appreciation by some development 
practitioners of the inherently political nature of water supply (ibid). Political economy 
issues, entrenched power relationships, and the exigencies of democracy can no 
longer be neglected or treated as mere “barriers” to reforms. Instead, there is 
renewed attention to designing reforms taking local political and institutional 
constraints into account.  

 
10. A third important trend in water governance is an emphasis on building the 
accountability of service providers. With its varied meanings and interpretations, 
accountability has become a key aspect of the “good governance” agenda4. As 
discussed in Part II below, several studies have tried to define vertical, horizontal, 
and hybrid forms of accountability and the mechanisms needed to build 
accountability in public service delivery (Cavill and Sohail 2004; Goetz and Gaventa 
2001; Goetz and Jenkins 2001; Newell and Bellour 2002; Paul 2002). For Cavill 
(2004: 157) accountability in public service delivery includes “an emphasis on the 
individual, results-based service delivery, demand management, the use of private 
sector thinking and practices in public service delivery, and attempts at creating 
similar working cultures across the private, public, and voluntary sectors.”  

                                                 
4 As defined by the World Bank, “Good governance is epitomized by predictable, open, and enlightened 

policy-making (that is, a transparent process); a bureaucracy imbued with a professional ethos; an 
executive arm of government accountable for its actions; and a strong civil society participating in public 
affairs, and all behaving under the rule of law.” See World Bank (2000b: 21). As defined by the ADB, 
elements of good governance are: accountability (public officials must be answerable, have the capability 
to undertake economic reforms, and provide an acceptable level of service); participation (citizens must 
be involved); predictability (conducive legal environment); and transparency (availability of information to 
thegeneral public). See ADB (2006a). 
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11. One key proposition in the literature is that accountability can be bolstered—and 
thus service provision enhanced—by citizens directly or indirectly (i.e. through 
elected representatives or resident welfare associations, for instance) engaging with 
service providers. This proposition begs the question, however: why, compared to 
other public goods such as health and education is monitoring, feedback, and 
oversight by users in the water sector assumed to be necessary? Part of this answer 
lies in the physical nature and economics of network infrastructure sectors such as 
water and electricity. In all transactions—even commodities purchased in a 
marketplace—there is customer or user feedback. Volume of demand is a clear 
metric of customer satisfaction, and customers can relatively easily switch to another 
commodity or another service provider if they are not satisfied and if other options 
exist. But water, electricity, public transport, and other “network” infrastructure goods 
that exhibit natural monopolies and economies of scale—that is, one single supplier 
is more viable than several smaller suppliers—have very few substitutes. As such, it 
is imperative that monopoly suppliers are effectively regulated in order to ensure 
universal coverage. It is equally necessary that monitoring takes place at the user 
end to ensure adequate quality of service. Moreover, there is an expectation that the 
consumer, also referred to as “user”, “beneficiary”, “client”, or “citizen” depending on 
the context and political purpose of the term (see for instance Cornwall 2002), knows 
best and can therefore provide the most valid feedback (World Bank 2007). 
 
 

II. METHODOLOGY & APPROACH 

A. Research design and case studies 
12.  This research design is based on two case studies of grievance redressal 
mechanisms and institutional mapping of accountability relationships between local 
government, service providers, and citizens. Institutional mapping is a methodology 
evolved by several scholars and development organizations including the Institute for 
Development Studies, Sussex, Elinor Ostrom, and others, to determine the vertical 
and horizontal, local and global, and internal and external linkages between public, 
private, and civil society actors. Because institutional mapping is a cognitive process 
that allows the visualization of relationships across different hierarchies and 
stakeholder groups, it is a powerful tool in policy analysis (Aligica 2006). One of the 
most well-known and earliest applications of institutional mapping is to community-
based natural resources management by Ostrom (1998). Recently, Caseley (2006) 
applied the methodology to understand accountability relationships and improved 
service delivery in Hyderabad’s water sector. 
 
13. The first case is the Public Grievance Redressal Module for services provided by 
local government (including water) in Bommanahalli, a peri-urban town on the 
outskirts of Bangalore recently incorporated into the Greater Bangalore urban 
authority. The grievance redressal module was implemented through the state’s 
Nirmala Nagara Reforms in partnership with the E-Governments Foundation, and 
financed, in part, through the ADB’s Karnataka Urban and Coastal Environment 
Improvement Program (KUDCEMP) 5 . In this case, I look at why urban local 
government is not as responsive to customer grievances as it could be because of 
weak accountability relationships between front-line engineers of the local 
government and local private contractors. As a sub-part of the first case study, I also 

                                                 
5 Personal Communication, ADB INRM, New Delhi. 
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look at the dangers of accountability relationships in a project to bring piped water 
supply to Bangalore city’s peripheral urban population.  
 
14. The second is the complaint management for water services system provided by 
the private concessionaire Manila Water in eastern Metro Manila, the national capital 
region of the Philippines. In this case, I look at how households with individual 
connections to Manila Water have access to an effective and robust grievance 
mechanism known as the Customer Relations Management System (CRMS), in 
addition to public consultations held by the utility. Customers that receive water 
through sub-contracted third party arrangements, however, do not have access to 
these. They need to rely on more informal mechanisms of grievance redress and 
face greater risk of poor quality and unreliable water. This is because third party 
subcontractors (known as peoples’ organizations or barangay associations) are not 
regulated. This first case underscores the importance of greater accountability 
between managers, frontline engineers, and private contractors, while the second 
case underscores the importance of regulatory oversight in private concessionaire 
arrangements. 
 
15.  Fieldwork in India was more in-depth and undertaken over a period of five 
months (May – September), whereas time spent in the Philippines was much shorter 
involving only two months (October – November) in 2007. One major drawback is 
that the Philippines case was not as in-depth; time constraints meant that I could not 
interview members of local government or a significant sample of Manila Water 
customers.  
 

B. Data collection procedures  
16. The data collection methodology was mostly qualitative, with a combination of 
semi-structured and un-structured key informant interviews, non-participant 
observation, secondary data analysis, small sample surveys, and project document 
review. This was combined with a desk literature review and expert interviews in 
India and at the ADB in Manila.  
 
17. In Bangalore and peri-urban locales, a series of interviews were undertaken with 
senior IAS officers, the commissioner and deputy commissioner of Bommanahalli, 
executive and assistant executive engineers, help line staff, frontline engineers, 
contractors, and civil society groups and citizens. Additionally, I analyzed secondary 
data of grievances recorded in the database from September 2005 – January 2007. 
Finally, several visits to municipal offices and non-participant observation to 
understand various processes at the field level were undertaken. The purpose of 
these interviews was to find out the following: 

 How the grievance redressal module works, who operates it, and who has 
access to it 
 What the institutional hierarchies in the local government are; who provides 

finances to who, who reports to who; who provides information to who 
 The kinds of grievances recorded 
 The follow-up and redressal rates 
 The satisfaction level among citizens 
 Alternative mechanisms for grievance redressal 
 What mechanisms of accountability and engagement are built into, or absent 

from, the Greater Bangalore Water and Sanitation Project 
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18. In Manila, a series of interview were undertaken with Manila Water staff, frontline 
staff such as territory business managers and district metering officers, as well as 
key informant interviews with research scholars and advocacy groups such as the 
Philippine Water Vigilance Network. The purpose of these interviews was to find out 
the following:  

 How grievance redressal works for individual customers vis-à-vis poor 
customers receiving water through third-party bulk water arrangements, who 
operates it, and who has access to it 
 What the institutional hierarchies in the private company are; what the 

incentive structures are; who reports to who; who provides information to who 
 The kinds of grievances recorded in both the bulk water and individualized 

schemes 
 The follow-up and redressal rates 
 The satisfaction level among citizens as perceived by utility managers, the 

media, and third parties such as NGOs (i.e. individual interviews with citizens 
were not carried out) 

 
For a detailed list of questions, please see Appendix 1. 

 
III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK & LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. From the “New Public Management” to the “New Public Service”: Theoretical 
lineages  

19. It is instructive to examine the literature on public administration reform and the 
theoretical lineages that have given attention to citizen engagement in recent years. 
Two related strands of literature are relevant: 1) the New Public Management which 
emphasizes competition and consumer satisfaction, and 2) The New Public Service 
which argues that citizen deliberation and participation are at the heart of service 
delivery.  The New Public Management (NPM) is a management philosophy first 
pioneered in New Zealand in the 1980s, but prevalent in countries as varied as 
Japan, Australia, and the United States. Drawing legitimacy from public choice 
assumptions6, NPM concurs with much of neo-liberal economic ideology. It maintains 
that market-based mechanisms for service delivery are more competitive and 
efficient than traditional bureaucratic provision (Warner and Hefetz 2007). In NPM, 
governments are encouraged to act more like a private business and entrepreneurs, 
and provide incentives and rewards for improved organizational and individual 
performance (Kaboolian 1998). Performance benchmarking and output 
measurements are also major themes in NPM: governments are expected to set and 
evolve standards for evaluating themselves and the private sector in order to meet 
consumer expectations (ibid). Importantly, in NPM, citizens are viewed as customers 
or clients of service providers and, as such, are empowered within the confines of 
the market, but not the broader democratic polity.  
 
20. While many aspects of NPM—particularly performance benchmarking and the 
promotion of competition—continue to be embraced by reforming governments 
across the developed and developing world, NPM has come under sharp criticism for 
being overly rational and apolitical in its approach (Noordhoek and Saner 2005). Not 
only have several political scientists such as Evans (1995) discounted public choice 

                                                 
6 Public choice theory asserts that public servants are selfish and will generally engage in rent-seeking 

behavior rather than acting on behalf of the greater good.  
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theory on grounds of internal inconsistency, but scholars of public administration 
have challenged NPM for undermining democratic values such as justice, 
representation, and participation (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000). In the urban 
context, social theorist David Harvey criticizes the “entrepreneurial” style of urban 
governance associated with NPM as sidelining public interests and public service 
provision in the interest of promoting private business interests (Harvey 1989). 
Others, like Denhardt and Denhardt (2000) have argued for an alternative to the 
NPM based on the principles of the New Public Service.  

 
21.The New Public Service does not abandon the principles of efficient, leaner, and 
a more responsive government, but it does argue that government is more than just 
a business. It challenges the view of citizen-as-consumer as being too narrow and 
apolitical makes a case for greater emphasis on democratic citizenship (Warner and 
Hefetz 2007). As Denhardt and Denhardt say, “the New Public Service recognizes 
that the relationship between government and its citizens is not the same as that 
between a business and its customers (Denhardt and Denhardt 2000: 555)”. The 
citizen has a larger role in the New Public Service, and should demonstrate 
commitment to its wider community. For Nalbandian (1999), government plays a role 
as convener, ensuring citizen access and participation. Thus, “the New Public 
Service seeks to encourage more people to fulfill their responsibilities as citizens and 
for government to be especially sensitive to the voices of citizens (Denhardt and 
Denhardt 2000: 555).” In the New Public Service formulation of public management, 
government should provide adequate space for citizens to voice their interests.  
  

B. Key concepts: Voice, responsiveness, and accountability  
22.Three closely related terms in practitioner circles operationalize the New Public 
Service discourse. These are voice7—the ability of civil society actors to put pressure 
on providers to demand better service, accountability—a complex term implying 
vertical and horizontal relations of power, and responsiveness—the extent to which a 
service provider is receptive to the views, complaints, and suggestions of users in 
order to deliver a better product.  
 
23.The World Bank’s World Development Report’s (2004) framework for service 
provision, drawing heavily on Goetz and Gaventa (2001), makes an important 
contribution to linking these three concepts. In the WDR, accountability is a set of 
relationships among service delivery actors that have five dimensions: delegation, 
financing, performing, information, and enforcement. The WDR also identifies three 
main service delivery actors: the state (consisting of politicians and policy makers), 
citizens/clients (the poor and non-poor) and service providers (frontline staff and 
organizations). In agreement with Caseley’s (2006), this study finds that the WDR 
framework is limited in that it doesn’t provide scope for actors beyond the three-actor 
model (for instance, external accountability relationships with the media) and it 
doesn’t adequately asses which actors and relationships are key for responsiveness 
to citizen complaints. In his study on the Hyderabad water sector Caseley shows 
how a triangulated relationship between frontline workers, senior managers, and 

                                                 
7  There are certain internal dynamics within populations that enable or hinder voice, such as a minimum 

level of education and awareness of entitlements and rights, internal cohesiveness, and the social, 
cultural and economic power of citizens. Similarly, there are certain aspects about the intrinsic nature of 
the state or political environment that allow states to respond, such as a functioning bureaucracy and the 
level of acceptance of freedom of speech and public dissent. This study assumes that these minimum 
pre-conditions are in place in both the Philippines and India. 
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consumers is necessary for citizen oversight mechanisms tried out during Metro 
Water’s reforms (single window cell and Metro Water’s Citizen Charter) to actually 
work (Caseley 2006). 
 
24.  Still, the World Development Report provides a useful starting place for 
characterizing relationships and identifying whether they are weak or strong and 
why. Let us look at the five main features of accountability relationships and map 
them on a theoretical model (Figure 1).  
(a) Delegation (D) – the implicit or explicit understanding of who holds the 

responsibility for providing a service (e.g. managerial hierarchies or 
citizen elected representative) 

(b) Finance (F) – providing the resources for a service, or paying for it through tariffs 
(e.g. government  service provider or citizen service provider) 

(c) Performing (P) – supplying the actual service (e.g. service provider  citizen) 
(d) Information (I) – data about performance or data about obligations (e.g. 

citizen service provider) 
(e) Enforcing (E) – the ability to impose sanctions or reward performance, as the 

case may be (e.g. regulator service provider) 
 
25.  The schematic below adapted from the WDR framework and from Caseley 
(2006) depicts where some of these relationships may exist. However, not all 
relationships may exist at the same time. For instance, it may not always be the case 
that the regulator is a separate entity from government if the utility is a parastatal, 
like, for instance, the Bangalore Water Supply and Sanitation Board. In fact, in India, 
very few water utilities have regulatory authorities unlike the electricity regulators 
where state electricity regulatory commissions (SERCs) have played key role in the 
reforms and restructuring exercise.  
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Figure 1. Some accountability relationships between key actors (not comprehensive). Source: Adapted
from WDR (2004) and Caseley (2006). 
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26. The role of the consumer in making service providers accountable is pivotal in 
this framework. According to the World Bank framework, citizen “voice”, can exert 
pressure on politicians and bureaucrats through the “long route” of accountability, 
and “client power” can directly influence the service provider through the “short route” 
of accountability (World Bank 2004; World Bank 2007).  

 
27. Although different theories of “voice” have been addressed in the literature 
(Devas 2004; Hirschman 1970; Paul 1992), and the mechanisms to enhance voice 
are being increasingly documented (Goetz and Gaventa 2001; Paul 2002), very few 
studies have looked at how or why voice engenders responsiveness and 
accountability in public service delivery. 
 
28. This study situates grievance redressal in a spectrum of “voice” mechanisms 
starting from informal consultative processes, to feedback and monitoring, to more 
formal forms of influence and enforcement (Figure 2). These mechanisms can be 
initiated by government or service providers (on the supply side) or can emerge from 
citizen mobilization (demand-side). 
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Figure 2. Spectrum of voice mechanisms 
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29. While such conceptual frameworks provide starting points for any analysis on the 
efficacy of consumer feedback mechanisms, empirical evidence on why certain 
mechanisms work in particular institutional environments is sparse.  
 

IV. CASE STUDIES 

 
A. Grievance redressal in Karnataka’s municipalities 
1. Context: Urbanization and governance  

30.  According to the last census of India (2001), Karnataka is the fourth most 
urbanized state in India with approximately 34% of its 53 million people living in 
urban areas. Urban areas fall under four main classifications depending on 
population size: corporations are the largest, followed by city municipal councils 
(CMCs), town municipal councils (TMCs), and town panchayats (TPs).  The local 
government in each of these classifications is referred to as “urban local body” or 
ULB. The executive arm of ULBs is headed by a commissioner who is appointed by 
the state government. Various mid to lower-level managers (engineers and 
accountants) assist the commissioner in the everyday running of the ULBs. 
Management positions include a superintending engineer, executive engineers, 
assistant executive engineers, an environmental officer, a community affairs officer, 
an assistant revenue officer, and a health inspector.  
 
31. Each ULB also has a council that comprises the elected and legislative arm of 
local government. Councils consist of elected representatives (known as councilors 
in CMCs and TMCs and corporators in corporations) who hold office for five-year 
terms. The council is a policy-making and oversight body of ULBs. It must be noted, 
however, that the executive and legislative arms of ULBs do not always see eye-to-
eye; mutual mistrust and suspicion often underlie the attitudes of each side, and 
power struggles abound. It is common for members of the executive arm to accuse 
councilors of “vote bank” behavior and party politics, while, on the other side, elected 
representatives resent city managers for being incompetent, overly bureaucratic, and 
consolidating decision-making power.  
 
32.  The incomplete agenda for urban decentralization exacerbates this mutual 
suspicion and power struggle. As a result of the 74th Amendment to the Constitution 
of India (1992) for urban decentralization, the duties and functions of ULBs are 
supposed to have been augmented. The constitutional amendment is intended to 
promote local self-government and decentralization of service provision at the 
municipal level. It requires the devolution of certain responsibilities to ULBs, one of 
which is water supply.8 All ULBs, except for Bangalore, are thus charged with the 
responsibility of providing core municipal services to its citizens, such as water 
supply, sanitation, roads, solid waste management, and street lighting. In Bangalore, 
water and sanitation are provided by the Bangalore Water Supply and Sewerage 
Board (BWSSB), a parastatal utility that reports directly to the state government’s 

                                                 
8  As per the 12th schedule of the 74th Amendment, 18 new functions are devolved to urban local 

government, including urban planning, regulation of land use, roads, bridges, public health, and slum 
improvement.  
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urban development department. As a result of the constitutional amendment, in all 
other ULBs, the responsibility for capital works of water supply assets is either 
shared by Karnataka Urban Water Supply and Drainage Board (KUWSDB) and the 
local government, or handled completely by the local government. O&M for water 
supply assets has been handed over to the ULB in a majority of cases (see Figure 
3).  
 
33. In addition to these services, ULBs also issue birth and death certificates, collect 
property tax and development charges for regularizing certain layouts, and manage 
public parks and other recreational spaces. Implementation of the 74th Amendment, 
however, has been slow, with several cities in Karnataka falling short of some crucial 
requirements, such as the setting up committees at the ward level to oversee ward 
works and budgets.  
 

ElectedAdministrative

Urban Development Department
and Department of Municipal 

Administration, GoK 

Urban Local Body

Senior Management: 
Commissioner President of Council 

Mid-level management: 
Superintending Engineer

Executive Engineer 
Assistant Executive 

Engineer 

Streetlights, water supply, 
roads, garbage removal, 

drain clearance, flood 
relief, etc 

Elected representatives 
Standing Committee on 

Ward Works 

Implementation of budget, 
oversight of contractor work, 
responding to grievances 

Budgetary and policy 
decisions, reporting 
grievances, informing 
public

Figure 3: Generic urban governance framework

Parastatal water 
utility (BWSSB or 

KUWSDB)

Construction and 
O&M  



 17

 
2. Nirmala Nagara Reforms 

34. Several inefficiencies, such as poor budgeting practices, manual record keeping, 
inadequate collection of property tax, and the inability to respond to citizen 
grievances characterize municipal governance in Karnataka. To tackle these, the 
Department of Municipal Administration (DMA) of the GoK launched a statewide 
reform program covering 57 cities known as Nirmala Nagara Yojane in 2003-04.9 
The program is mostly funded by the Government of Karnataka. Around $2 million is 
allocated from ADB’s Karnataka Urban Development and Coastal Environment 
Management Project (KUDCEMP).10  
 
35. In line with the current trend in urban development programs in developing cities, 
Nirmala Nagara adopted a two-pronged approach of investing in both capital assets 
(though minimally) as well as carrying out institutional reforms. The program covered 
a range of activities like public toilets, rainwater harvesting, solid waste management, 
micro-credit and self-help schemes for urban poor women, double entry accounting, 
GIS-based property tax collection, municipal websites, and computerized public 
grievance redressal (PGR).11 DMA partnered with the E-Governments Foundation to 
implement various software models for institutional reforms, including the PGR 
module, and what reform proponents like referring to as “business process 
reengineering” of government {CMAK, 2006 #250}.  
 
36.  The PGR module is a computerized database for collecting and tracking 
grievances about services delivered by the ULB. In every town that PGR was 
implemented, the ULB set up a Helpline to collect and respond to complaints in a 
centralized manner, and appointed an NGO to staff the Helpline. When residents 
have a problem such as disruption in water supply or blocked underground drainage, 
they have four options for reporting this grievance: a) by personally visiting the 
Helpline desk set up by Nirmala Nagara b) by telephoning the Helpline, c) by 
submitting a letter to the Helpline desk, or by d) lodging a complaint through the city’s 
website. Note that even though the system is referred to as “computerized” 
grievance redressal, it is accessible to users through many more avenues than the 
Internet. In fact, due to the low penetration rate of computers and the Internet in 
India, it is much more common for residents to file complaints in-person, by 
telephone, or in writing.  
 
37. In theory, the Helpline is supposed to relay the grievance to frontline engineers 
who are then supposed to resolve the problem within a stipulated timeframe and 
report back to the Helpline about the status of the problem (see Figure 4). The system 
is thought to build accountability of the ULB because it provides real-time information 
about the problems experienced by residents and also sets a time limit within which 

                                                 
9 Bangalore was not one of the cities selected because it was felt that the city wasn’t as much in need of 

funds as small municipalities and Bangalore has a different budgeting system than other cities in 
Karnataka. However, the 7 city municipal councils that recently became a part of Greater Bangalore were 
included in the original selection of cities. 

10 Personal Communication with Saugata Dasgupta, ADB INRM, November 21, 2007. 
11 It should be noted that the particular set of reforms selected under Nirmala Nagara is a continuation of the 

reforms attempted by the Bangalore Agenda Task Force. The BATF was a public-private partnership also 
constituted to reform governance in Bangalore, but did not last more than three years because it did not 
gain wide-spread approval and was criticized for over-representation of elite interests. 
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grievances must be resolved. However, there is no automatic escalation built into the 
system. That is, if a complaint is not attended to, it does not automatically get 
transferred to a higher-level manager, unlike in Manila Water, as we will see below. 
The World Bank’s (2007) case study on municipal Mumbai’s online complaint 
management system (OCMS) also highlights the importance of automatic escalation. 
In Mumbai’s case, when complaints are received, they are immediately registered on 
a central server, which automatically distributes them to relevant offices for 
redressal. If action is not taken by ward officers, it automatically escalates to the 
Deputy Municipal Commissioner, Additional Commissioners, and finally to the 
Municipal Commissioners. Automatic escalation is not as yet politically feasible in 
Karnataka, however. The functioning of the PGR system was studied through the 
case of Bommanahalli, a Nirmala Nagara town to the south of Bangalore city. As of 
2007, Bommanahalli is one of the new Greater Bangalore’s main zones.   

 
Figure 4. How the PGR is intended to work. Source: CMAK (2006) 

 
3. How the grievance redressal module works – the case of Bommanahalli CMC 

38. Bommanahalli lies 20 km to the south of Bangalore along either side of the 
crowded Hosur Road leading to the well-known technology park, Electronic City. 
Before merging with Bangalore in 2007, Bommanahalli, had the status of a CMC. It 
comprised 31 wards and a population of around 250,000 people. Water supply is one 
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among several serious infrastructure challenges in this area. Local government has 
the responsibility of sinking borewells for public use and supplying tanker water to 
individual households for Rs 200-300/tanker. Several households also have their 
own supplementary borewells costing a one-time investment of around Rs 250,000. 
Poorer households gain access to water through a mixture of public borewell water 
and private tankers that typically charge Rs 1-2/pot.  However, frequently, tankers do 
not deliver water and electric pumps in borewells break down resulting in severe 
hardship for households, especially those without back-up options.  
 
39. The PGR module was set up in Bommanahalli to attempt to streamline the 
registration and management of complaints. In 2005, the city launched a municipal 
website through which complaints could be lodged online (Figure 5).  
 

 
Figure 5. City of Bommanahalli website 
 
 
Through this website, it was possible to not only gain access to statistics about the 
municipality and the contact details of the ward councilors, but also to the PGR 
module (Figure 6). As described above, the PGR module in Bommanahlli also 
records complaints that come in-person, through letters, or through phone calls.  
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Figure 6: City of Bommanahalli Public Grievance Redressal portal 
 
40. Approximately 3000 complaints were recorded by the system over a period of 1.5 
years from 2005 to 2007.12 Figure 7 shows the breakdown of complaints recorded in 

                                                 
12 I am grateful for data and analysis on the PGR module from Jessica Wallack. 
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the database. Complaints recorded in the engineering and health sections were 
categorized into six main categories and summed.  
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Figure 7. Breakdown of complaints in Bommanahalli from 2005-2007. Source: E-
Governments Foundation. 
 
41. As can be seen from the data recorded by the PGR module, water and sewerage 
problems comprise the majority (42% of all complaints received in the engineering 
and health sections), closely followed by streetlights (38%). Interviews with residents 
confirmed these findings in part – that, indeed, water supply and sanitation is one of 
the priority concerns for residents. However, the qualitative interviews and anecdotal 
evidence from the poor and lower class populations in Bommanahalli reveal that 
water and sanitation is far more a priority than this data reveals. This data must then 
be treated with caution in terms of whether it represents the actual distribution of 
complaints in the population. This is because the very poor often use more informal 
mechanisms to voice demands, such as through their ward councilor, by making 
group visits to the Assistant Executive Engineer or Commissioner’s office, through a 
local civic welfare association, and through field engineers on their inspection visits. 
These informal reports do not usually get recorded in the PGR system.  
 
42. The key question to ask: did the presence of a grievance monitoring system help 
to build accountability in local government and improve its performance in terms of 
service delivery? In other words, did this system help to increase the responsiveness 
of local government and its capacity to deliver services more efficiently? It should be 
noted that in early 2007, the Internet version of the PGR was abandoned because 
Bommanahalli was no longer considered a separate municipality, but part of 
Bangalore. However, the phone and in-person complaint registration manually 
continued. In this sense, then, complaint registration was still institutionalized in the 
city.  
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43. To answer this question of whether these mechanisms made a difference, let us 
return to the institutional map of the ULB with specific reference to Bommanahalli 
(Figure 8). In this diagram, the red arrows depict the routes that citizens use to file 
grievances, both formal and informal. The solid arrows show fairly strong 
relationships, while the dashed arrows show weak or absent relationships. In 
particular, the flow of information, delegation of responsibilities, and enforcement 
(see WDR 2004 dimensions of accountability laid out in Part II) are strong between 
senior and mid-level ULB management, the help desk, and resident welfare 
associations, all of whom have a relationship with the citizen.  The primary weakness 
lies in the relationships between private contractor and frontline engineers and thus 
between contractor and citizen. As one engineer in Bangalore put it:  

 
“There is so much demand and so many problems. In the current system, there 
are several different private contractors. One contractor deals with the borewell 
pump maintenance, one deals with opening and closing the valve. If the valve 
man is taking [extra] money from some houses to supply them more, we cannot 
do anything drastic. Our duty is to the public first. The people will suffer if we fire 
the valve man. The current situation is not good. We need an alternative but 
currently there is no alternative. The system of private contractors has been 
going on for many years. It was like this from the beginning (Executive Engineer, 
Bommanahalli, 2007).” 

 
The fact that the city “has no other choice” but to recruit “fly-by-night” contractors and 
the fact that the accountability of these contractors is very low is one  reason widely 
cited to be the cause for continued poor service delivery, despite the institution of a 
formal complaint mechanism. According to my sample survey of 25 residents in 
Bommanahalli, less than half were satisfied with the responsiveness of the help desk 
to their grievances. Several had filed complaints multiple times and were frustrated 
by the lack of response. Qualitative interviews also indicated a general 
dissatisfaction with services delivered and apathy towards local government.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8. Mapping accountability relationships in Bommanahalli 
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44. Another shortcoming of the PGR system while it was running is that NGOs and 
RWAs did not have access to nor demand the data to track the major problems in 
the area. In general, there was very little involvement of community based 
organizations in reviewing the grievance redressal mechanism and providing 
feedback on its usefulness.  
 
45. Finally, there was also little involvement of elected officials in the implementation 
of the grievance redressal module and in monitoring the data. There are several 
perceived and real reasons for this: a) elected representatives do not always have 
the time, capacity or interest to monitor such data, b) there is mutual 
suspicion/distrust between bureaucrats running the ULB and councilors which may 
make the former hide information from the latter, and c) councilors generally view the 
help desk as a one-way mechanism; that is complaints are made at the help desk, 
but the consolidated data is not communicated to councilors. The lack of involvement 
of councilors has been recognized as a serious problem in Mumbai: 
 

“The lack of involvement of political representatives and frontline operational 
staff, both of whom are key stakeholders, could potentially undermine the 
institutionalization of online complaint management systems [in Mumbai]. This is 
because PRAJA overlooked to set in motion a process of dialogue with elected 
representatives while OCMS (online complaint management systems) was being 
designed and implemented. Given that elected representatives serve as 
important conduits for citizen grievances in their constituencies, particularly the 
urban poor who face barriers in accessing other formal channels, their 
nonsupport is likely to lead to less than optimal public acceptance and utilization 
levels (World Bank 2007).” 

 
4. Accountability and feedback in the Greater Bangalore Water and Sanitation Project 

46. In early 2007, the Bruhath Bangalore Mahanagara Palike, or Greater Bangalore 
Municipal Corporation was formed by merging the city with 8 neighboring 
municipalities (7 CMCs and 1 TMC) and 110 villages. One of the stated rationales for 
doing this was to bring the infrastructure in the surrounding peri-urban areas up to 
par with Bangalore. The area of the city corporation grew threefold overnight, from 
225 sq. km to approximately 740 sq. km. Governance in Greater Bangalore is 
currently in a state of enormous flux as local governments in the former 
municipalities and in the corporation attempt to harmonize the systems. The 
transition period is throwing up many questions as to how to coordinate the provision 
of core services, how to manage budgets, and how to ensure citizens in the mean 
time do not suffer from inertia on both sides.   
 
47.  To add to this complication is the Greater Bangalore Water and Sanitation 
Project (GBWASP) funded through a combination of municipal bonds, central 
government funds, and user contributions. Through GBWASP, responsibility for 
piped water supply is being shifted from the local government (ULB) to BWSSB. 
BWSSB is a large parastatal that is directly accountable to the state government and 
not to urban local government. Thus, consumers in peripheral areas that have 
recently become part of the Greater Bangalore authority and who are paying user 
connection fees to BWSSB—based on property size—still have no direct interaction 
with the utility, resulting in frustration among consumers and local government. Even 
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though consumers complain that they know very little about the progress of the 
project, there is little response from the utility’s side, largely because of the absence 
of accountability relationships. In this case, accountability relationships were not 
properly established during the course of project implementation. This is likely to 
undermine the future success of the project. From this case, it seems important that 
grievance redressal mechanisms are established during the project implementation 
phase as well.  
 

5. Summary & Discussion 

48. The main issues discussed in this case study can be summarized as follows:  
 To address inefficiencies in municipal governance, the state government 

undertook a multi-component reform program over a period of four years. One 
core component was the PGR module, which systematically collects citizen 
complaints on a variety of services that the ULB provides, including water and 
sanitation. Grievances are collected through phone, in-person, and the 
Internet, and centralizes these in a database. 
 In theory, the system should work well: complaints should be immediately 

transferred to the responsible engineer who should contact the appropriate 
frontline worker to attend to the problem. However, in reality, the frontline 
workers are usually hired on a contractual basis (i.e. they work for a private 
contractor) and several, though not all, of these contractors tend to be very 
unaccountable. Contracts between the ULB and contractor are not enforced.   
 Several households, particularly the poor, continue to use informal routes for 

voicing their grievances and for interacting with the local government. These 
include local elected representatives and civic organizations. The middle class 
also uses resident welfare associations (RWAs), or federations which are a 
collection of RWAs. These complaints usually do not get systematized in the 
PGR database. Moreover, RWAs don’t request and aren’t given access to the 
PGR data.   
 There is no automatic escalation in the PGR, unlike in some other cities (e.g. 

Hyderabad and Mumbai). It is likely that engineers and frontline workers would 
be more accountable if complaint data are being received by the 
commissioner.  
 There is a need to establish accountability relationships during project 

implementation as well. In the case of GBWASP, the lack of these is 
undermining the legibility and future sustainability of the project.  



 25

B. Manila Water 
 

1. Context: Urbanization and governance  

49. The Philippines is a highly urbanized country with approximately 50% of its 90 
million people living in cities or small towns. The national capital region, Metro 
Manila, has a population of 12 million, over 35% of whom live in informal settlements 
(ADB 2001a). Metro Manila is divided into two main political units depending on 
population size: larger cities and smaller municipalities. These are further subdivided 
into approximately 5,000 barangays (equivalent of the US precinct or Latin American 
barrio). The smallest local government unit (LGU) in Manila is the barangay council, 
presided over by the barangay captain and six other elected members. The 
barangay council is the legislative body of local government responsible for enacting 
ordinances, fund raising, overseeing the construction of public works, and liaising 
with public and private utilities. At a higher level lies the municipal government 
headed by a mayor who controls and supervises administrative affairs, appoints 
officials, and ensures collection of all taxes and fees. The mayor is typically assisted 
by eight elected councilors. Councilors and barangay captains are both locally 
elected officials that play important roles in mediating access to water supply since, 
as in India, water is highly politicized in the Philippines.  
 
50. Metro Manila gets its water from a variety of sources and types of providers: 
deep wells, public stand posts, communal faucets, water vendors and trucks, and 
bulk or individual piped connections. The main source of piped water supply to the 
city is from the Angat Dam. Providers include the two private concessionaires (as of 
1997), water cooperatives, and small-scale providers who water in bulk from the 
concessionaires and distribute it to communities such as peoples’ organizations 
(POs).  Small-scale providers typically fill gaps in service provision by servicing areas 
that are not as profitable for larger utilities, such as peri-urban or poorer areas. As a 
result of these heterogeneous sources and providers, water quality and availability 
vary; not all areas receive 24-hour supply, and water quality depends on the source 
and type of distribution infrastructure. Because of the existence of several providers 
both large and small, turf wars over service jurisdictions are prevalent in this city, and 
have heightened with the arrival of the two large private concessionaires. 
  
51. Financed by World Bank loans, on August 1, 1997 the government-owned utility 
Metropolitan Water and Sewerage Services (MWSS) entered into two 25-year 
concessionaire agreements with private companies: Maynilad Water Services run by 
the Lopez family in the west zone and Manila Water Company run by the Ayalas in 
the east zone of the city.13 This is claimed to be one of the largest privatization 
projects in the world (Dumol 2000). The justifications for privatization included 
insufficient finances of the public utility, inefficient and deteriorating operations, and 
uncompetitive salaries leading to the inability to attract professional competence. 
Privatization aimed at transferring the financial burden to the private sector, 
improving service standards, expanding the system, and increasing operating 
efficiency. The model of having two concessionaires was selected in order to 
encourage benchmarking and competition between the two companies (ibid).   

                                                 
13  Maynilad is a consortium of the Lopez Group, Ondeo Services, Lyonnaise Asia Water, and the 

Metropolitan Bank and Trust Company. Manila Water is a consortium of the Ayala Corporation, BPI, 
United Utilities, Mitsubishi, and the International Finance Corporation (IFC) of the World Bank Group. 
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52.  The history of the privatization—especially as far as Maynilad Water is 
concerned14—is a turbulent one that will not be addressed here in detail (see for 
instance Manahan 2004). For the purposes of this article, suffice to say that shortly 
after privatization, both concessionaires were faced with the task of lowering the high 
rate of non-revenue water (NRW) of approximately 60%, a legacy of MWSS 
management over the previous decades. Both utilities were also required as per the 
concession agreement to increase coverage to populations in their concession areas 
which included “expansion” areas or areas not served by piped water lying beyond 
Metro Manila (e.g. Rizal for Manila Water and Cavite for Maynilad).  
 
53. A large proportion of the unserved population continues to be the urban poor. 
The urban poor are often located in slums and informal urban settlements that are in 
low-lying, flood-prone areas or on steep slopes—areas that have unhealthy and 
inadequate infrastructure and are challenging to connect to networks. The urban 
poor also often lack legal tenure status making it difficult for them to connect to 
formal service providers who require proof of tenure as a minimum requirement to 
receive a connection. As a result, many poor households located along trunk mains 
(e.g. near bridges, on river banks) were found tapping water illegally, thus 
contributing to the high rate of NRW.15  
 

2. The Tubig Para Sa Barangay program of Manila Water 

54. To overcome the challenges of high NRW, while also attaining the coverage 
targets stipulated by the regulator, Manila Water came up with a clever series of 
corporate strategies. First, it carried out several PR exercises in informal settlements 
to assuage fears that residents would be prosecuted for tapping water illegally or 
denied water connections in the future. Second, the utility waived the requirement of 
proof of tenure. Instead of mandating a tenure document (e.g. rental agreement, 
proof of ownership, title deed, etc), the utility began accepting proof of occupation 
documents, such as an electricity bill or an informal membership statement to a 
particular barangay. This ensured that households that had tenuous legal status, or 
difficulty obtaining legal status, could also obtain a water connection16. The third 
strategy was what the utility refers to as its “flagship” program known as “Tubig Para 
Sa Barangay (TBSP)” or “Water for the Community” developed shortly after 
privatization in 1998.   
 
55. TBSP is effectively a sub-contracting arrangement for domestic water supply. In 
TBSP, Manila Water sells bulk water to barangay associations, also called peoples’ 
organizations (POs) in some areas (e.g. Taguig). These community-based 

                                                 
14 In brief, the combination of the Asian Financial crisis, El Nino-related weather disruptions, and domestic 

political volatility severely depreciated the Philippine peso. Due to the fact that it is bearing 90% of the 
foreign debt burden under the concessionaire agreement, Maynilad requested a foreign currency 
adjustment clause in the tariff agreement that would have effectively doubled the rate customers were 
charged. This request was turned down by the Board of Directors of MWSS, and, later, by an international 
arbitration panel in Paris in 2003. The panel further ruled that MWSS and Maynilad had to reach a 
financial settlement. Due to significant financial losses, Ondeo decided to pull out of Maynilad, and 
currently the utility is undergoing “rehabilitation.” I am grateful to Mai Flor and employees at Maynilad for 
these insights. 

15 Interview with Jeric Seville, October 2007. 
16 This is an increasingly popular strategy in global water sector reform. The Bangalore Water Supply and 

Sewerage Board (BWSSB) also waived proof of tenure requirements for the urban poor for a water 
connection through a series of reforms executed in the early 2000s (Connors 2005).  
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organizations—often headed by street leaders who have strong ties to the local 
community—then on-sell the water to households within one or more barangays. 
Customers that fall under the TBSP bulk water program are frequently the urban 
poor, since it is in these areas where the concessionaire are in need of local 
institutions to monitor and curb NRW.  
 
56. To start a TPSB program, the barangay must demonstrate internal cohesiveness 
and organization, and must be willing to bear the responsibility of shouldering and 
managing NRW. Each barangay participating in TPSB establishes a water 
management committee to oversee the business plan, set tariffs, organize metering, 
and issue and collect dues. In order to construct the distribution network for the 
community, the organization can contract with a third-party to lay pipes and meters 
for individual houses. Associations often take loans for their investments from local 
moneylenders17, raise funds from community contributions, or obtain funds from 
locally elected officials (where support is forthcoming). The association also receives 
training on how to manage its NRW, compute the tariff, and bill customers.  
 
57. Tariffs are supposed to be set to allow associations to recover their initial capital 
investments and to allow some minimal profit. However, the rate at which Manila 
Water sells bulk water to the sub-contractors is usually higher (P19/m3) than the rate 
which it sells water to individual households (approximately P12/m3). The PO passes 
this higher rate onto customers.  In some cases, however, the rate charged to bulk 
water customers (P25 to 35/m3) by POs is more than twice that charged to individual 
customers, leading to suspicion and accusation of rent seeking behavior. 18  This 
problem will be discussed further below. 
 
58. From a corporate standpoint, TBSP is an ingenious strategy. Note that in the 
TBSP model, the utility’s actual customer is only the bulk water buyer, i.e. the 
association or the PO, not individual households whom the association distributes 
water to. Because of this arrangement, the utility has fewer connections to monitor 
and less risk of leakage and pilferage since POs, with their social embeddedness in 
the community and familiarity with the neighborhood, are in a better position (and 
have a greater field presence) to monitor connections than the utility. The TBSP 
program is one of the main reasons why Manila Water has succeeded so well in 
reducing NRW from around 60% to a little over 20%.19 It is clear that in this model, 
responsibility is shifted to the small-scale provider who, out of necessity, must 
monitor connections and leakages within the communities it supplies in order to stay 
alive.  
 
59.  The program was initially not intended as a corporate social responsibility 
strategy; rather, it was seen as a means of increasing the utility’s consumer and 
revenue base by decentralizing responsibility and transferring risk. However, as the 
program progressed and more poor households are now included as being covered 
by Manila Water, the concessionaire found new ways of packaging TPSB as 
“business with a social conscience”. This was easy to justify since the majority of 
new customers are the poor. From 1998 when TBSP was initiated to mid-June 2007, 

                                                 
17 Interview with Noli Villanueva, leader of a large group of water POs in Taguig, mainly located in Signal 

Village, November 20, 2007. 
18 ibid 
19 Interview with Jeric Sevilla, October 2007. 
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198,000 low-income households, or a population of 1.2 million, have been connected 
with piped water (Manila Water 2007). This represents about half of Manila Water’s 
new customers since the company took over operations, and about 20% of the 
company’s total customer base (Manila Water 2006). While TPSB is the utility’s 
current strategy for servicing expansions areas and poor neighborhoods, eventually 
it plans to convert all bulk water connections to individual household connections, 
although the time horizon for completing this task is unclear. The urgency for 
converting from bulk to individual connections has recently been emphasized in 
Taguig, where bulk water providers have been accused of inadequate service on a 
number of grounds and by a number of parties, including Manila Water and local 
politicians and elites.  
 
60. In 2006, POs in Taguig were severely criticized by the mayor, Freddie Tinga, for 
being “oppressive syndicates” who over-charge customers and supply poor quality 
water (Tinga 2006). The Taguig council recently passed resolution 172 (2006) 
decrying POs and “strongly endorsing and vigorously supporting the sentiments and 
demands of the people of the city of Taguig for a clean, affordable and direct 
individual water connections with Manila Water (emphasis added).” The resolution 
states “POs charge exorbitant rates from P30 to P35 per cubic meter compared to 
only P10 to P12 per cubic meter for direct individual connections”. Further it claims 
that POs “lay down sub-standard pipes submerged in dirty, clogged, and muddy 
drainage canals” and condemns Manila Water’s lack of attention to curbing thefts of 
water meters and restoring portions of streets dug up by POs during pipe-laying 
(Jordan 2006). Manila Water’s senior managers side with the council resolution: they 
too claim that bulk water customers are dissatisfied with the quality of water and with 
high tariffs, especially in comparison to their neighbors who have individual 
connections. Now bulk water consumers are demanding that connections be 
individualized according to Manila Water.20  
 
61.  Several scholars have pointed to the weak regulatory design and lack of 
regulatory oversight as key problems plaguing the TBSP arrangement (Chng 2007; 
Ferrer 2006). While it is true that some POs headed by visionary social activists like 
Noli Villaneuva are responsive to their customers and do not charge more than what 
is necessary to retrieve their costs21, it is also true that other POs lack accountability 
to their customers and may have been financially irresponsible. Certain POs have an 
ability to better self-regulate, especially when there are high stakes associated with 
their reputation in the community, while other POs have succumbed to rent seeking 
behavior. Before discussing these problems in further details, let us first turn to the 
channels that regular customers have for voicing grievances and the kinds of 
accountability relationships that exist in Manila Water.  
 

3. How Manila Water Manages Customer Grievances 

62. It is instructive to examine the utility’s institutional design in order to determine 
how complaints are attended to and to trace where regulatory oversight and 
accountability relationships exist. The utility has a highly decentralized set-up and an 
active presence in the field. There are eight business areas in the east zone. Each 
business area is further divided into supply zones, demand management zones 

                                                 
20 Interview with Ronia, November 2007. 
21 I am grateful to Nai Rui Chng at the London School of Economics for all his insights into the Taguig case.  
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(DMZs), and finally, district metering areas (DMAs) (see Figure 9). DMZs are 
managed by territory business managers (TBMs) whose main job is to ensure timely 
bill payments. As per my interviews, TBMs are also rewarded on their bill collection 
efficiency and on total billed volume in their jurisdiction. There is hence a strong 
performance incentive to encourage customers to pay their bills and to be attentive 
to their billing problems and complaints.  
  
63.  As part of the concessionaire’s contract, one of the requirements is the 
establishment of a customer complaints management system and the delegation of 
customer service responsibilities to field-level managers. Manila Water’s database 
system for handling complaints is called the Customer Relations Management 
System (CRMS) run by a call center, which, on average receives 1,500-2,000 
complaints in various categories per day (Figure 10). In this schematic, when 
customer A faces problems such as billing error, poor or insufficient water, or supply 
disruption, they can make a direct complaint by calling the hotline 1627. As soon as 
they do, the call is registered and transferred to field level officers and the TBM who 
must inform the complainant how long it will take to redress the problem. Once a 
complaint has been registered, the call center is supposed to provide feedback on 
the status of the complaint in 24 hours and indicate a time frame within which the 
complaint will be redressed. As learned through my interviews and depicted in Figure 
8, there are strong lines of accountability between the various hierarchies in the utility 
(due to the incentive structures described above), as well as between field-level 
officers, TBMs, and citizens. Moreover, there are standards for resolving complaints 
set by the utility: priority complaints such as no water, dirty water, and leaks must be 
resolved within 48 hours, while all other complaints must be resolved within 5 days. 
These standards are stricter than those mandated by the MWSS regulatory office. 
Finally, CRMS has built-in “automatic escalation”, a strategy used to build vertical 
accountability. If, after the stipulated time frame (48 hours or 5 days depending on 
the complaint), the complaint has not been resolved, it is transferred to a higher level 
of management. The complaint keeps escalating every hour until it is resolved. 
According to Manila Water, this has been one of the key factors ensuring the timely 
redressal of complaints.  
 

       
64.  In his analysis of reforms undertaken to enhance customer responsive at 
Hyderabad’s water utility, Metro Water, Jonathan Caseley (2006) finds a similar 
situation of strong accountability relationships following the implementation of two 
customer-oriented reforms. He finds that key to improvements in water delivery were 
three effective accountability relationships triangulating between citizens, senior 
managers, and frontline workers. In the Metro Customer Care (MCC) system in 
Hyderabad, an internally networked program called Complaints Redressal Efficiency 
(CRE) monitors the performance of staff by calculating the percentage of complaints 
that were solved within the service norms outlined in the citizen’s charter. According 
to Caseley, “this tool transformed the supervisory role of senior managers (based at 
head, circle and division offices) as thy now had accurate quantitative performance 
data with which they could hold section managers to account for poor complaints 
service delivery performance (2006: 534).” In both the Hyderabad and Manila cases, 
sufficient information was provided to senior level managers (or the threat of 
information in Manila’s case) in order to elicit performance from lower level 
managers.  
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 65.  In Manila’s case, there are also alternative avenues for complaints to get 
redirected. For instance, apart from the hotline, customers with individual 
connections also have the option of complaining to their barangay captain, the 
mayor, or to their congressman. Alternatively, a group of customers can request a 
hearing with the regulator. The regulator also liaises with homeowner’s associations 
and keeps in regular touch by attending monthly meetings. The existence of 
alternative avenues ensures that TBMs and field officers are attentive to customers. 
However, it can also be assumed that the elite have relatively more access to these 
alternative avenues than the poor. As we shall see below, the poor, who are 
predominantly served by POs, do not have as many alternative routes, nor are they 
able to benefit from the CRMS because of the lack of regulatory oversight over POs, 
and the fact that Manila Water is not technically responsible for these customers.  
 
66. Not all POs supply bulk water through TPSB are the same. As Esguerra notes, 
there is high potential that water associations are able to better monitor and respond 
to consumer complaints because of the decentralized set-up. But while some ensure 
that their customers are satisfied or are very responsive to grievances, others have 
been self-seeking and have used the opportunity for personal profit.22 As Chng notes 
in the case of Taguig “Water POs in Taguig, as elsewhere in Metro manila, are not 
directly regulated by any specific bodies or sets of laws…POs function in the grey 
space of the water regulatory framework that does not prohibit nor encourage their 
business operations.” Ferrer (2006) further notes that a concern with the bulk water 
scheme “relates to the accountability of the community associations: since they are 
not subject to external regulation, there is the danger of individual interests prevailing 
over the interests of the community.” Customers of such “failed” POs have little to no 
recourse for their grievances who continue to charge high tariffs and provide 
unsatisfactory service. Manila Water also claims that it is not directly accountable to 
these customers in that it is not required to respond to customer complaints, nor is 
there regulatory oversight over the tariffs charged or the quality of water supplied.23  
 
67.The lack of accountability relationships between the RO, Manila Water, POs and 
the customers of POs is shown in Figure 9. In this schematic, customer B has two 
avenues for grievance redress: 1) the PO who sells them water, and 2) the CRMS of 
Manila Water because technically s/he is not barred from using the system (shown 
by the red arrows).  However, because the district officer is not accountable to bulk 
water customers, nor is their regulatory oversight over the PO, in a situation where a 
PO is not satisfactory, the customer ultimately suffers. Because in many cases, the 
customer is poor, this has led to severe questioning about the legitimacy of the TPSB 
program. 

 

                                                 
22 Interview with Noli Villaneuva, November 21, 2007. 
23 Interview with Jeric Seville and Prev Guzman, Manila Water, October 2007. 
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Complaints Profile of Manila Water, September 2007
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Figure 10. Complaints profile of Manila Water for September 2007. Source: MWSS-RO 

 

4. Summary & Discussion 

68. In sum, the main issues discussed in this case study are as follows 
 Manila Water has two main models of providing water: individualized, direct 

connections and bulk, indirect connections through barangay associations or 
POs. The bulk route is the Tubig Para Sa Barangay program (TBSP). In 
TPSB, bulk water is sold to community organizations often referred to POs 
who distribute it to the community at a higher rate than individual connections. 
POs are free to set the tariff they charge to customers. While the tariff for 
individual domestic connections is P12/m3, some households on the bulk 
water scheme are charged P25-30/m3. 
 There are a number of reasons for this: a) the per unit price associations pay 

for bulk water is higher (P19/m3) than the per unit domestic water price, b) 
associations need to recover their capital expenditures, c) some associations 
start engaging in rent seeking behavior because of the lack of regulatory 
oversight. 
 POs bear the costs for distribution and responsibility for bill collection. While 

some are responsive to customers and are active as community mobilizers, 
others have been observed to charge excessively high tariffs and supply 
unsatisfactory quality water. 
 Those with individual connections have recourse to their grievances by 

calling the hotline 1627, which mainly consist of billing and leakage problems. 
There is automatic escalation built into this system: if territory business 
managers do not attend to the complaint within the stipulated time frame, it is 
passed on to senior managers in the company. Bulk customers, on the other 
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hand, must turn to their PO for voicing their grievances because Manila Water 
does not technically consider them their responsibility.  
 Elected councilors in Taguig have been providing an oversight role, by, for 

instance, petitioning against POs claiming that their tariffs are too high. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

 
69.  The findings of this study demonstrate that while citizen feedback and 
engagement are attractive notions, and certainly have a lot of potential, there are 
critical aspects related to institutional design, relationships of accountability, and 
linkages that may hinder the ability of service providers to respond effectively to 
grievances. It is crucial that grievance redressal strengthens—or more often than 
not, establishes—accountability relationships. One of way of doing this is through 
automatic escalation. Moreover, as the Manila Water case shows, it is relatively easy 
for utilities to neglect certain categories of consumers and their grievances. The 
lesson here is that all actors should be made accountable and should be regulated 
and come under the purview of the grievance mechanism, including POs, since not 
all POs have been responsive to customers.  
 
70. In the Karnataka case, the lack of strong relationships of accountability between 
contractors and the ULB mean that the ULB has not been able to fully take 
advantage of the Nirmala Nagara public grievance redressal system. It is also true 
that, as in Karnataka, the majority of complaints are either channeled through elected 
representatives, local civic welfare organizations, or directly to the commissioner, 
and do not go through formal complaint mechanisms. It is therefore imperative to 
acknowledge these alternative routes and strengthen them. However, there is also 
growing awareness about the formal mechanism, and one way to make service 
providers more responsive may be to mandate that the data is made available to 
elected representatives, RWAs, the media, or other watchdog entities.  
 
71. Finally, not all grievance redressal systems will be the same across projects and 
cities. In fact, only a grounded, field-based analysis will reveal how to structure 
grievance mechanisms. It is imperative for development banks and practitioners to 
take account of these institutional and stakeholder relationships and understand 
them before a project is implemented or at least during the early stages. While ADB 
projects do build in ‘stakeholder consultation’ in project design, this does not actually 
help in citizens holding service providers directly to account, especially post-project 
completion. If infrastructure projects are truly to be sustainable, they should pay 
greater attention to grievance mechanisms, and in aligning grievance mechanisms 
with institutional set-ups. Grievance redressal mechanisms must be built in during 
the course of the project, as well as afterwards during the operation and 
maintenance phase.  
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Appendix 1: List of research questions 
India 
1. Questions for senior government officials in India 

1. Where did the impetus, formulation, and sub-components included under Nirmala 
Nagara come from? Who were the main architects? How is the program financed 
and what is the timeline? 

2. Which cities were included and why? 
3. Now that the outlying CMCs are administratively part of BBMP, do you think the 

Nirmala Nagara program will still be effective and useful (e.g. are CMC websites 
still relevant)? How do you think the program will have to change to adapt to the 
new Bruhath Bangalore administrative set-up?  

4. The Nirmala Nagara project brief says, “Greater accountability and citizen 
participation will be the pivot”. In what areas have citizens participated? Which 
groups? How successful has this been? 

5. Where do you think the greatest achievements of the program lie to date? What 
do you feel could have been improved?  

6. Which of the 8 municipalities in Greater Bangalore do you think have been most 
successful in the Nirmala Nagara Program to date? What about outside the 
Greater Bangalore area? 

7. Individual parastatal agencies such as the BWSSB and BESCOM have 
implemented their own on-line complaint management systems. Are these 
related to Nirmala Nagara? Why is it that so many public agencies are today 
moving towards complaints management based on e-Governance and 
computerization?  

2. Questions for municipality managers/administrators 
1. How well is the Nirmala Nagara public grievance redressal under e-governance 

working? Has it lessened the number of in-person visits to the office? Do you 
think the data is representative of the complaints? 

2. What is the most frequent complaint that residents of Bommanahalli make when 
they come and visit in-person or in groups? 

3. What do you think are some of the challenges the zonal office faces with the 
creation of Greater Bangalore?  

3. Questions for frontline engineers 
1. How many complaints do you receive in a day and how do you respond to these? 
2. What do you see as some of the greatest challenges for water supply and 

sanitation in the area? 
4. Questions for Helpdesk/E-Governments Foundation 

1. How many complaints do you receive a day? In a month? 
2. How do you record these complaints – e.g. in a logbook or directly in the 

computer? How do the complaints get redressed? How do you keep track of 
which complaints are attended to? 

3. What is the distribution of complaints in a typical month? 
5. Questions for elected representatives 

1. What do you feel your main role is as a councilor? 
2. Do residents come to you with complaints? How do you respond to these? Do 

you take them to the municipal office? 
3. How does the municipal office respond to these complaints? 
4. Do you feel that you and other councilors were consulted enough in the Greater 

Bangalore Water and Sanitation Project?  
6. Questions for citizens 
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1. When you have a problem with services (e.g. water supply, drainage), who do 
you normally inform about your problem? 

2. Do you ever go to your local councilor, or the help desk in the Bommanahalli 
office, or to the commissioner’s office? What are their responses? 

3. When you use the help desk, how do you normally file your complaint? (E.g. in-
person, letter, telephone Internet)? 

4. What complaint have you filed? 
5. Did you follow up on the complaint? 
6. Did the municipality follow up? Were you satisfied? 
 

Philippines 
7. Questions for corporate representatives of Manila Water 

1. Could you please explain how the TPSB program works? 
2. What system is there for responding to grievances? What about for TPSB 

customers? 
3. Do you think that individualized and bulk customers receive equal service? 
4. What are the hierarchies and are the various institutional relationships in Manila 

Water? Who is accountable to who? 
5. What is the role of the RO? 

8. Questions for supply area managers and territory business managers 
1. How many POs are left now? 
2. What is your strategy for converting bulk water connections to individual 

connections? 
3. What are the types of complaints you have to attend to? What are the complaints 

of bulk water customers? 
9. Questions for MWSS-regulatory office 

1. Apart from the service standards that the deputy regulator (customer service) 
sets, what other roles does the regulator have for ensuring customer 
satisfaction? What kinds of cases have you personally overseen? 

2. I understand that there are mechanisms for customers with individual 
connections to file complaints about service, but what about households 
participating in the bulk water scheme in Tubig Para Sa Barangay? What 
recourse do they have for settling grievances? From the regulator's point of view, 
how effective are these avenues? For instance, is the water association/PO 
responsible for conveying consumer complaints and getting them redressed? 
How effective is it at doing this?  

3. Is there any such thing as a 'consumer court' or a water court where the regulator 
is present in hearing consumer grievances? If so, where do they happen and 
how often?  

4. Does the deputy regulatory attend any other type of community meetings at the 
barangay level? What is his perception about these meetings? Who comes? 
What is discussed?  

5. Do you feel that the public assessment survey on Manila Water was a useful 
exercise? Are there other periodic assessments done to gather information and 
feedback from citizens (e.g. citizen report cards)? 

10. Questions for Peoples Organization’s leader 
1. What is the relationship of POs with Manila Water now? Has it changed over the 

past few years? Why? 
2. Why does Manila Water want to take over bulk water connections in Taguig? 
3. How do POs respond to peoples’ complaints? What kinds of complaints do 

people have? 
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4. Do you think that some POs overcharge their customers? Why? 
5. Are claims of poor quality water true? 
6. Do you think Manila Water is responsive to customers? Why or why not? 
7. Why do you think some customers want to change over to Manila Water? 
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