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Abstract

Drinking water is indispensable for human life. This study
investigated the distribution of rainwater harvesting tanks
(RWHTs) by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to address
the drinking water crisis in southwest coastal Bangladesh. Field
surveys conducted in Shyamnagar Upazila revealed that NGOs
more often subsidise rather than donate RWHTs. NGOs subsidised
RWHTs for wealthier households because they fulfil criteria such
as tin roofs possession and NGO-organised activities involvement.
Accordingly, poor households were excluded from NGO RWHT
distribution activities as they failed to meet the required criteria.
The phenomena may be due to the commercialisation of NGOs and
the NGO policy of generating a sense of ownership toward RWHT
among villagers. However, excessive commercialisation of NGOs
may hamper the provision of safe drinking water to the people
most in need, even though the commercialisation of NGOs and the
generation of a sense of ownership toward given assets are
essential for the sustainability of NGOs and their activities.
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INTRODUCTION

Drinking water is one of humanity’s most essential resources. Since
the United Nations Water Conference was held in Mar del Plata, Argenti-
na, in 1977, international society, including government agencies, interna-
tional aid organisations and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have
been working to solve the world's drinking water problem. International
Labour Organization (1977) stated that drinking water supply is an indis-
pensable service that should be provided to all communities. The World
Bank (1980) indicated that water is a basic human need. Gleick (1998) and
United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (2010)
noted that access to water is a human right. However, safe drinking water
remains one of the biggest issues facing the world. The Millennium Devel-
opment Goals’ final report stated that half of the population of Sub-Saha-
ran Africa and a quarter of the population of South Asia drink water from
unsafe sources (United Nations, 2015). In addition, the 2019 Sustainable
Development Goals annual report stated that approximately four billion
people face drinking water scarcity at least once a year and that approxi-
mately 785 million people worldwide have no access to safe sources of
drinking water (United Nations, 2019).

Bangladesh is located in South Asia, facing one of the world’'s worst
drinking water crises. In particular, the southwest coastal areas of the
country are severally affected by saline intrusion into groundwater and
surface water (Figure 1). Electrical conductivity of seawater is around
20,000 to 50,000 puS/cm in general. The figure depicts that groundwater in
the southwest coastal region of the country has high saline concentration
of more than 11,500 1S/cm. Previous studies have indicated that increased
salinity in that area is caused by cyclones, which frequently hit the south-
west region (Alam et al., 2003), and extensive shrimp cultivation (Deb,
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1998; Haque et al., 2010b)V. Therefore, coastal populations face difficulties
in obtaining drinking water from groundwater and surface water. Khan et
al. (2011) indicated concerns about the adverse effects of excessive salt in-
take on the human body.

Salinity Range (nS/cm)

1 469 - 1,873
/1,873 - 6,083
Bl 6,083 - 11,697
B 11,697 - 18,715

Figure 1. Map of Groundwater Salinity Levels at a Depth of (110 feet) before Tide
in the Coastal Regions of Bangladesh.

Source: map of Bangladesh (right) was generated from a blank map; map of groundwater

salinity at 110 feet intervals from ground level before tide (left) was generated from Bang-

ladesh Agricultural Development Corporation (2011).

Therefore, rainwater is, in many cases, the only safe source of drink-
ing water for many rural households (Haque et al., 2010a) and is one ap-
proach of solving the drinking water challenges facing southwest coastal
Bangladesh (Ministry of Water Resources, 1999). Rainwater harvesting
technology has solved drinking water problems in other Asian countries,
such as Sri Lanka, Taiwan and Thailand (World Health Organization,
2000). These results are obtained because rainwater is safe enough to
drink (e.g., Hoque et al., 2000; Jakariya et al., 2003) when collected and
stored properly. Furthermore, rainwater is free of salinity (Howard et al.,
2006). Coastal populations of Bangladesh agree that rainwater is safe to

1) There is a possibility of further salinity in the region due to increased crab farming in re-
cent years.
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drink (Ghosh et al. 2015; Islam et al. 2014), and thus, traditionally rural
residents use small vessels to harvest rainwater for acquiring drinking
water (Ahmed et al. 2013). Islam et al. (2007) mentioned that rainwater
storage technology is found to be technically, economically and socially ac-
ceptable in rural Bangladesh.

However, rainwater is a limited source of drinking water in Bangla-
desh as the majority of the rainfall occurs during the monsoon season in
July—October (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Although Islam et
al. (2000) mentioned that rainwater harvesting is the ideal method to
solve drinking water problem in Bangladesh because villagers can get a
sufficient amount of rainwater during monsoon, Alam and Rahman (2010)
pointed out that rainwater cannot meet year-round drinking water re-
quirements. Karim (2010) and Karim et al. (2015) also mention that even
rainwater harvesting tanks (RWHTSs) of 1,000-5,000 L capacity distribut-
ed primarily by government agencies and NGOs are not sufficient for stor-
ing year-round drinking water.

Several studies have been conducted regarding the distribution of
RWHTSs to local residents from the perspective of social network. Samad-
dar et al. (2018) found that education is an important factor when it comes
to possessing RWHTs because people who are highly educated and have
networks outside of their community, such as teachers and opinion lead-
ers, purchase RWHTs earlier than other villagers. As they tend to have
connections with NGO workers and outsiders of their community, they can
easily access the information related to RWHTs (Samaddar and Okada,
2008). Through these types of villagers, information on RWHTsS is dissemi-
nated into their community (Samaddar et al., 2014; Samaddar and Okada,
2008; Samaddar et al., 2018). Therefore, not only NGO workers and out-
siders but also community members are crucial actors for spreading
RWHTSs in rural communities, and the network of adopters who start to
possess RWHTSs earlier than others is particularly important (Samaddar
and Okada, 2008). Moreover, Samaddar et al. (2014) suggested to locate
RWHTSs at public spaces, such as schools, religious centres, clubs and local
markets, to increase the opportunities for villagers to observe RWHTSs be-
cause villagers investigate functions of RWHTSs and try to reduce risks for
adopting RWHT's through direct observation.

Despite the findings of previous studies, there remains only fragmen-
tary understanding of the outcomes of development assistance related to
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the distribution of RWHTs. None of the aforementioned studies have fo-
cused on the actors involved in providing RWHTSs, and those actors have
generally only reported on the number of RWHTSs they have constructed or
distributed.

This study evaluates the activities of NGOs and investigates ways
through which they distribute RWHTSs to coastal populations to address
the drinking water crisis in the region. NGOs were chosen as the focus of
this study as Bangladesh has been called the “NGO capital of the world”
(Karim, 2001) and the “land of NGOs" (Haider, 2011). Numerous NGOs
have emerged in Bangladesh due to the failure of the government to satis-
fy the needs of the people (Hasan et al., 1992; Nobusue, 2002). Shigetomi
(2002) pointed out that NGOs distribute resources beyond the reach of
governments, the market and communities. Moreover, they meet a desire
for collective goods that cannot be met by governments or the market
(Salamon, 1995). Therefore, NGOs are an alternative channel for the pro-
vision of services (Hulme and Edwards, 2013). However, Zohir (2004) noted
that Bangladeshi NGOs are commercialised and involve profit-making ac-
tivities (Davis and MacGregor, 2000; Haque, 2002). One of the most fa-
mous commercial activities of NGOs is microfinance introduced by Gra-
meen Bank in Bangladesh in the mid-1970s. Since then, NGOs have
adopted a microfinance approach (Devine, 2003, Hoque et al., 2011) in re-
sponse to the demand from donor agencies for sustainability and self-reli-
ance (Ahmed, 2013; Devine, 2003; Hoque et al., 2011). This study considers
this phenomenon in assessing the achievements of NGO activities in
Bangladesh. This study addresses the drinking water problem by analys-
ing NGO development assistance, which is currently lacking. In addition,
the study contributes to the field of development studies by advancing the
understanding of NGO practices, particularly regarding the extent to
which their activities to distribute resources and/or goods contribute to
solving social problems.

METHODS

I. General Information of the Study Hamlet

To achieve the study objective, field surveys were conducted in a
southwest coastal hamlet (para in Bengali) in the village of Munshiganj
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Union, Shyamnagar Upazila?, Satkhira District (Figure 2) from 1st April
to 6th May, 2019, and from 7th to 31st December, 2019. During the study,
the hamlet had a population of 1,001 in 237 households. The main liveli-
hood sources of the study area are agriculture and aquaculture, which are
common in southwest coastal Bangladesh. Many households also earn in-
come from non-agricultural and/or non-aquacultural employment, includ-
ing wage labour. The average annual income of 101,533 BDT?® in the ham-
let was less than that of 160,236 BDT in rural Bangladesh (Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Due to the area’s proximity to West Bengal, In-
dia, most of the hamlet population is Hindu, despite Bangladesh’s Muslim
majority.

Southwest coastal Bangladesh has, for a long time, been severely af-
fected by saline intrusion into groundwater and surface water (e.g.,
Chowdhury, 2009; Khanom and Salehin, 2012; Rahman and Bhattacharya,
2014), and this became especially severe following Cyclone Aila in 2009.
The average annual rainfall is 1,754 mm in Satkhira District (Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics, 2020), which is less than that recorded in other parts
of the country (Figure 2). However, rainwater harvesting is a common
practice for villagers to secure drinking water and avoid salt water. Villag-
ers can acquire RWHTs from NGOs for free, for a fee or through purchase
at local markets. Regarding the hamlet selected for this study, villagers
mentioned that following Cyclone Aila, pond water became saline and salt
water flowed out when shallow tubewells were dug. Moreover, five NGOs,
as explained below, had or have projects to distribute RWHTS in the study
hamlet. Given these facts, the hamlet was recognised as a suitable site for
this study because of the typical social and environmental condition of
southwest coastal Bangladesh and because NGOs were active to distribute
RWHTs.

2) In the context of Bangladesh, villages are formed by a group of hamlets. Unions are the
smallest administrative units, and upazilas are sub-units of districts.
3) USD $1.00 was nearly equal to 85 BDT (as of 31st of December, 2019).
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Figure 2. Map of the Research Area (left)
and Annual Rainfall in Bangladesh (right)
Source: map of the research area was generated using data from Local Government Engi-
neering Department (1999); map of annual rainfall in Bangladesh was generated using
data of seasonal climate analysis from a rainfall time series (January — December, 1981—
2017) from Bangladesh Meteorological Department (n.d.).

II. Interviews with Sampled Households and NGO staffs

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all 34 RWHT-owning
households (hereinafter, tank holders) and with 51 randomly sampled non-
RWHT-owning households (hereinafter, non-tank holders) from the 237
households in the study hamlet. The random sampling for non-tank hold-
ers was performed by using Excel to extract from a list of all households in
the study hamlet. The study hamlet had a total of 38 RWHTSs, with two
households owning two RWHTSs each and one household owning three.
Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with the staff members of
NGOs that distributed RWHTSs in the study hamlet.

Both tank holders and non-tank holders were asked their total annual
income. Tank holders were asked regarding the price and capacity of their
RWHTSs as well as the organisation or agency through which they got
their RWHTSs. Tank holders were also asked the reasons for acquiring
RWHTSs. Non-tank holders were asked regarding their reasons for not
owning RWHT. NGO staffs were asked regarding their tank distribution
projects, especially regarding RWHT prices, capacities and distribution
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methods. Furthermore, NGO staffs were asked about criteria for being
beneficiaries of their RWHT distribution projects. As the author lacked ad-
equate knowledge of Bengali, all interviews were conducted with the help
of Bengali—English translators.

REsuLTS AND DI1SCUSSION

I. Rainwater Harvesting Tanks Sold in Local Markets or Made
by Villagers

Tank holders acquired RWHTs from NGOs, local markets, relatives or
friends and by constructing them at home. Six tank holders acquired
RWHTSs from relatives or friends, but these were excluded from this study
as these were provided as marriage gifts or upon request to the original
owner. This section focuses on market-bought and home-made RWHTs to
differentiate between the services provided by NGOs and by other actors.

Most tank holders who owned market-bought RWHTSs possessed 1,000
L capacity plastic tanks, which were on sale for 7,000 BDT at several local
markets. The price of RWHTSs depended on tank capacity and tank manu-
facturer. RWHTSs bought at local markets were paid for in full at the point
of purchase, as shops in local markets did not have an instalment payment
system. In addition, villagers faced additional costs while purchasing
RWHTSs at local markets. As no RWHTs were available for sale in the
study hamlet, villagers were required to pay the transport costs of going to
and returning from local markets as well as the cost of transporting the
RWHT home. Most market-bought RWHTs were obtained from the main
market of Shyamnagar Upazila, approximately 16 km from the study
hamlet. Residents in the study hamlet travelled to this market by bus,
rickshaw van or other vehicle, all of which incurred transportation costs.
None of the shops in Shyamnagar Upazila provided delivery services.
Therefore, most tank holders hired rickshaw vans at a cost of approxi-
mately 400 to 500 BDT. Accordingly, the price per litre of water in a mar-
ket-bought RWHT was more than 7.4 BDT. One non-tank holder said it
was a burden for villagers to buy RWHTSs at local markets because of the
distance and associated transportation costs.

Home-made RWHTs were made from cement, and the costs for con-
struction depended on the quantity of materials used. According to tank
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holders who constructed their own RWHTSs, a 500 L capacity tank costed
3,000 BDT; a 4,500 L capacity tank costed 18,000 BDT; and a 14,000 L ca-
pacity tank costed 50,000 BDT. Although it is difficult to calculate the
price per litre due to the different methods that villagers used to construct
RWHTSs, the price per litre of water stored was roughly around 3.6 to 6.0
BDT and was cheaper than market-bought RWHTSs. However, not all vil-
lagers can construct RWHTSs as its production requires the knowledge of
plaster work and the collection or purchase of all the necessary materials.

II. NGO Rainwater Harvesting Tank Distribution Activities

During the survey, five different NGOs had distributed 18 RWHTSs in
the study hamlet (Table 1). Of these, 15 RWHTSs were sold to villagers at
discounted prices or through an instalment payment system by three
NGOs (NGO-1, NGO-2 and NGO-3), and three RWHTs were donated free
of charge by two NGOs (NGO-4 and NGO-5). Of the donated RWHTsSs,
NGO-4 donated two 500 L capacity plastic tanks to the same household.
This tank holder volunteered for NGO-4 and was, therefore, able to obtain
those two RWHTSs. According to this tank holder and other villagers, NGO-
4 was not well-known for supplying RWHTSs in the study hamlet. NGO-5
donated only one 1,500 L capacity plastic tank in the study hamlet. How-
ever, it donated RWHTSs to poor and vulnerable households of several vil-
lages. Therefore, the NGO's RWHT donation activities are not common in
the study hamlet. Of the NGO-distributed RWHTs, one tank, which had
been sold at a discounted price, was abandoned because the tank holder
changed the household’s drinking water source from rainwater to bottled
water. RWHT distribution systems of each of the three remaining NGOs
(NGO-1, NGO-2 and NGO-3) are discussed in the following sub-section.
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1. NGO-1: Active and Semi-Commercialised NGO

NGO-1 conducted a project from 1996 to 2010 to distribute cement
RWHTs to several villages, including the study hamlet. During the inter-
view, this project had already ended. The project was funded by another
NGO that provided support to NGOs in Bangladesh. NGO-1 conducted the
first rainwater harvesting project in the study hamlet and sold seven
RWHTSs during the project. A staff member of NGO-1 stated that the pro-
ject sought to popularise rainwater harvesting for drinking water among
the residents in the study hamlet. They aimed to create model households
from whom other villagers can learn regarding rainwater harvesting.

NGO-1 provided RWHTSs to villagers by shouldering over 75% of the
total construction costs. It distributed two types of RWHT: a 3,200 L ca-
pacity tank for single household use and a 10,000 L capacity tank for the
shared use of four to five households. The smaller tank was priced 5,500
BDT, with the actual construction cost of 22,000 BDT incurred. The larger
tank was priced 8,750 BDT, with the actual construction cost of 35,000
BDT paid. The 10,000 L capacity RWHT cost each beneficiary around
1,750 to 2,188 BDT, as the tank was shared by several households. As no
instalment payment system existed, villagers had to pay for the RWHT in
lump sum. However, beneficiaries were not required to pay transportation
or construction costs, as NGO-1 hired plasterers to build the RWHTSs on
site and the cost of labour was included in the tank cost. Therefore, the
price per litre of water from RWHTSs sold by NGO-1 was around 0.9 or 1.7
BDT and, therefore, cheaper than either market-bought or home-made
tanks.

A staff member of NGO-1 mentioned that criteria had been set for
subsidising the sale of RWHTSs to villagers. NGO-1 sought beneficiaries
that could afford RWHTSs based on their economic condition. In addition, it
subsidised RWHTSs for households with tin roofs, as other roof materials,
such as straw, could contaminate rainwater, while tin roofs lower this risk.
Tin roofs are generally found on the houses of more economically advan-
taged households owing to high expenditure required to maintain them.
Moreover, in each village where it operated, NGO-1 formed village water
committees to choose RWHT beneficiaries. Committees comprised teach-
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ers, imams and female members of union parishads*. Because the head of-
fice of NGO-1 was located close to the headquarter of Shyamnagar Upazi-
la, approximately 16 km from the study hamlet, the village water
committee of the study hamlet was responsible for selecting the project
beneficiaries in the hamlet. A village water committee member from the
study hamlet noted that the committee considered the distance between
beneficiary households. Therefore, one household was refused its request
to buy a tank because the house next door was already in possession of a
tank provided by NGO-1. Furthermore, although NGO-1 staff had visited
the study hamlet with the village water committee to choose beneficiaries,
three of the seven beneficiary households purchased their RWHTSs from
NGO-1 by proactively asking to do so.

2. NGO-2: Active and Commercialised NGO

NGO-2 has been running a project since 2016 that distributes plastic
RWHTSs to several villages, including the study hamlet. The project is
funded by a Bangladeshi governmental organisation that mainly supports
microfinance institutions. To date, seven households in the study hamlet
have received RWHTSs from NGO-2.

NGO-2 subsidises the purchase of RWHTSs with an instalment pay-
ment system that generates a 10% interest rate and requires repayment
within one year®. NGO-2 does not produce its own plastic RWHTs but
rather purchases them from local markets. NGO-2 then installs the
RWHTs in beneficiaries’ homes. The most common NGO-2 RWHT in the
study hamlet had a 1,000 L capacity. NGO-2 bought this tank for 7,000
BDT and sold it to households for 7,700 BDT, which included 10% interest
rate. Therefore, the price per litre of stored water in the 1,000 L capacity
RWHT was 7.7 BDT. This was more than either market-bought or home-
made RWHT but had the advantage of allowing householders to pay in 12
instalments of 642 BDT per month. Besides 1,000 L capacity tanks, NGO-
2 distributed one 2,000 L. and one 3,000 L capacity tanks in the study
hamlet.

4) Parishad is the word used in South Asia to describe a governmental assembly or council.

5) NGO-2 has another project to donate RWHTs for households that involve either a physi-
cally disabled person, a widow or for households with monthly income of less than 3,000
BDT. However, there are no beneficiaries of this donation project in the study hamlet.
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A staff member of NGO-2 said there are criteria for choosing benefi-
ciary households. Beneficiaries must belong to a microfinance group or-
ganised by NGO-2. Members with enough money to repay the full cost of
the RWHT within the designated period were especially targeted. As the
regional office of NGO-2 was located in Munshiganj Union, which houses
the study hamlet, staff members visited the homes of villagers involved in
microfinance groups to promote the RWHT project.

3. NGO-3: Not Very Active and Semi-Commercialised NGO

NGO-3, funded by a German Christian NGO, runs a project that dis-
tributes plastic RWHTSs to several villages, including the study hamlet.
NGO-3 does not actively provide RWHTs in the study hamlet and, thus
far, has distributed only one. However, a staff member said NGO-3 has dis-
tributed RWHTSs to other villages since around 2016.

NGO-3 does not produce its own plastic RWHTs but rather purchases
them from local markets and sells them to beneficiaries at discounted
prices. A 1,000 L capacity RWHT purchased in local markets for 7,000
BDT was sold to the beneficiary for 2,500 BDT, which had to be paid in a
lump sum. In other words, NGO-3 shoulders around 36% of the total cost
of RWHTSs, making the price per litre of water stored 2.5 BDT, which was
cheaper than that of either market-bought or home-made RWHTs.

As with the other two NGOs, NGO-3 set criteria for choosing the
RWHT beneficiary. In this case, the beneficiary was required to be a mem-
ber of the agriculture and aquaculture groups formed by NGO-3. In addi-
tion, NGO-3 prioritised tin roofed and, therefore, more economically ad-
vantaged households concerning the lower risk of water contamination.
The head office of NGO-3 was located in Munshiganj Union, and staff
members visited the homes of potential beneficiaries to promote the in-
stallation of RWHTs when it was purchased.

IT1. Exclusion of Poor Households from NGO Rainwater Harvest-
ing Tank Distribution Activities

Table 2 presents the economic classes of households that purchased
RWHTSs from NGOs in the study hamlet and the percentage of households
in each economic class. As mentioned above, the average annual income in
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the hamlet was 101,533 BDT. Households with annual income < 50,000
BDT (i.e. less than half the average annual income) are defined as poor in
this study®. According to Table 2, poor households constituted only 13% of
NGO RWHT beneficiaries, while middle-class households constituted 53%
and the wealthy class 33%. Only 2% of poor households in the study ham-
let purchased RWHTSs from NGOs when compared with 18% of wealthy
households. Most beneficiaries who bought RWHTSs from NGOs were mid-
dle class.

Table 2. Economic Classes of Households Purchasing Rainwater Harvesting
Tanks from NGOs

Classification of Number of House- Number of House- Percentage of
et WL R il
(BDT) amde from NGOs from NGOs
Wealthy
(200,000 < x) 28 ( 12%) 5( 33%) 18%
Middle
(50,000 <x < 114 ( 48%) 8 ( 53%) 7%
200,000)
Poor
(x < 50,000) 95 ( 40%) 2 ( 13%) 2%
Total 237 (100%) 15 (100%) 8%

Source: Fieldwork data. The average annual income in the hamlet was 101,533 BDT.
Households with annual income < 50,000 BDT (i.e. less than half the average annual in-
come) are defined as poor.

Poor households were largely excluded from purchasing NGO RWHTSs
because all the three NGOs had specific criteria for choosing the house-
holds it would subsidise, thereby prioritising more economically advan-
taged households for providing RWHTSs. As seen above, NGO-1 required
beneficiaries to be economically stable households with tin roofs. Of the
four households that were prompted to buy RWHTSs from NGO-1, only one
could be categorised as poor and two could be categorised as wealthy. Of
the seven households that bought RWHT'Ss from NGO-1, three could be cat-
egorised as rich. NGO-2 and NGO-3 insisted that beneficiaries belonged to

6) This classification of economic strata is defined by the author. The study hamlet can be
considered as poor in comparison with the other villages because the average annual
household income is 160,236 BDT in rural Bangladesh (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics,
2017).
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groups organised by the NGOs. In the case of NGO-2, which formed micro-
finance groups, two interviewees, one a tank holder and the other a non-
tank holder, said that their request to buy RWHTs had been refused be-
cause they did not belong to the microfinance groups. Of the seven
households that bought RWHTSs from NGO-2, two could be categorised as
rich, four could be categorised as middle and only one could be categorised
as poor. It was difficult for poor households to participate in microfinance
groups because they found it difficult to pay their loans back on time; thus,
they were excluded when other households formed such groups (Islam and
Sharmin, 2011). NGO-3, which organised income-generating agriculture
and aquaculture groups, excluded poor households unable to join these
groups and those that did not meet the tin roof criterion of eligibility to
buy a RWHT. In the study hamlet and other villages in southwest coastal
Bangladesh, tin roofs tend to be owned by wealthier households. In fact,
the single household that purchased a RWHT from NGO-3 could be cate-
gorised as middle class. This beneficiary clearly stated that his household
had been selected because of its better economic condition relative to other
group members.

Because of these criteria, even though the discounted price or the in-
stalment payment system of RWHTs made them cheaper than market-
bought or home-made tanks, they remained too expensive for many villag-
ers to purchase. Furthermore, 40 out of 51 non-tank holders interviewed
(78%) claimed that they were unable to buy RWHTSs because of their poor
economic circumstances, and 13 respondents (33%) stated that even
NGO’s RWHTSs were beyond their means. Non-tank holders were re-
strained not only by the price of RWHTSs but also by the cost of installation
and the repayment period. Two non-tank holders explained that they had
refused an offer by NGO-2 to sell RWHTs on the instalment payment sys-
tem because they realised that the total cost would be greater than that
when they bought RWHTSs at local markets. They also claimed that tank
sales were nothing more than a profit-making enterprise for NGO-2.

Therefore, in the study hamlet, NGOs targeted middle-class house-
holds and largely excluded poor households from their RWHT distribution
activities. This is indicated in Table 3, which was created in the same way
as Table 2. Table 3 presents that half of those households encouraged by
NGOs to buy RWHTs were middle class. Of the three economic strata,
poor households were approached the least by NGOs to buy RWHTS, while
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around one third of beneficiaries were wealthy households.

Table 3. Economic Classes of Households Encouraged to Buy Rainwater Harvest-

ing Tanks from NGOs
Classification of Economic Number of Households in Number of Households
Classes by Annual Income the Study Hamlet Encouraged to Buy RWHTs
(BDT) Y from NGOs
Wealthy (200,000 < x) 28 ( 12%) 5( 31%)
Middle (50,000 <x <
200,000) 114 ( 48%) 8 ( 50%)
Poor (x < 50,000) 95 ( 40%) 3( 19%)
Total 237 (100%) 16 (100%)

Source: Fieldwork data. The average annual income in the hamlet was 101,533 BDT.
Households with annual income < 50,000 BDT (i.e. less than half the average annual in-
come) are defined as poor.

IV. Context for the Exclusion of Poor Households

1. Commercialisation of NGOs

Poor households have been largely excluded from NGO RWHT distri-
bution activities as it partly relates to the commercialisation of Bangla-
deshi NGOs (Zohir, 2004) and their involvement in profit-making activi-
ties (Davis and McGregor, 2000; Haque, 2002). All three NGOs in this case
study had or have intent to generate benefits from or recover the costs of
selling RWHTs. NGO-1 and NGO-3 are partially commercialised organisa-
tions, given that, while they targeted mainly well-off households, they
shared the RWHT costs with the households. However, their activities are
unlikely to affect villagers in the study hamlet in the future because the
NGO-1 project has now come to an end and the NGO-3 project remains on
a very small scale. NGO-2, meanwhile, is more commercialised because,
due to its added 10% interest rate, it sells RWHTs to villagers at a price
higher than those of market-bought or home-made tanks. In addition,
NGO-2 targets only members of the microfinance groups, that is, more or
less wealthy households, while excluding less well-off households. Because
NGO-2 continues to be active, this situation is likely to continue into the
future. In other words, only financially stable households will benefit from
drinking water aid, and poor households will continue to be excluded from
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aid.

Previous studies have criticised the commercialisation of NGOs in
Bangladesh and elsewhere because commercialised NGOs do not carry out
traditional social programmes (Devine, 2003; Hoque et al., 2011) nor do
they empower the vulnerable and the poor (Hoque et al., 2011; Islam,
2014). Banks and Hulme (2012) indicated that NGOs prioritise the inter-
ests of donors while failing to act upon the needs of people in the project
sites. Therefore, NGO activities have become indistinguishable from the
activities of other organisations (Hailey, 2000). Microfinance, which re-
mains one of the most famous examples of commercial NGO activity, is
criticised as being unable to reach the poorest of the poor (Datta, 2004; Is-
lam and Sharmin, 2011; Stiles, 2002).

However, commercialisation is an important method through which
NGOs can achieve organisational independence from their donors (Davis
and McGregor, 2000; Haque, 2002; Khieng and Dahles, 2015). Commercial-
isation can improve governance and the financial and administrative sys-
tems of NGOs (Khieng and Dahles, 2015). Generating long-term funds at
the project site increases the efficiency and accountability of NGO activi-
ties (Edwards and Hulme, 1996). Accordingly, the activities of NGOs have
become broader (Hailey, 2000). Hence, the commercialisation of NGOs can-
not be unequivocally criticised as some positive aspects of commercialisa-
tion have led to enhanced development activities.

However, the drinking water sector differs from other project sectors
such as microfinance or income generation because drinking water is an
essential resource to satisfy basic human needs. Excessive NGO commer-
cialisation is not amenable to this purpose as the water needs of the most
needy people like poor households cannot be met. In light of the original
development goals of NGOs, the current situation in which well-off house-
holds have become the targets of their drinking water projects needs to be
corrected.

2. Policy to Generate Beneficiaries’ Sense of Ownership toward
Rainwater Harvesting Tanks

The policy that requires villagers to bear the cost of RWHTSs for gener-
ating their sense of ownership has led to the unintended consequence of
excluding poor villagers. In fact, beneficiaries’ sense of ownership toward a
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given asset is considered one of the most important factors for sustaining
the impact of development activities. Beneficiaries' sense of ownership to-
ward a given asset can be generated when awareness of interests increas-
es among them (Burns and Worsley, 2015). In the case of drinking water,
Manikutty (1997), based on a case study in India, indicated that benefi-
ciaries’ sense of ownership toward facilities can be enhanced when costs of
facilities were shared by the beneficiaries themselves. Marks and Davis
(2012) also found from a case study of water supply in Kenya that benefi-
ciaries’ sense of ownership toward water facilities is generated only when
they share large capital costs. From those studies, it can be said that fi-
nancial sacrifice from beneficiaries may help them to increase their sense
of ownership toward water facilities. In case of the study hamlet, the poli-
cy of generating beneficiaries’ sense of ownership toward RWHTSs was con-
sidered successful in terms of requiring that tank holders pay a certain
amount of money because all the RWHTSs that have been distributed con-
tinue to be used except for one, which was abandoned because of the shift
of household’s drinking water source from rainwater to bottled water.

However, poor households find it difficult to bear the financial burden
of RWHTSs. As mentioned above, of the 15 households who purchased
RWHTSs from NGOs in the study hamlet, only two poor households bene-
fited from the RWHT projects. This point shows that the policy of generat-
ing a sense of ownership toward RWHTs through the current distribution
method may not be able to reach poor households.

Therefore, NGOs need to change distribution methods of RWHTs to
reach poor households and generate beneficiaries’ sense of ownership to-
ward RWHTs. Since drinking water is indispensable for the fulfilment of
basic human needs, NGOs should ensure that unequal income levels
among the households do not cause inequality of access to drinking water.

ConNcLusioNs AND PoLicy IMPLICATIONS

This study evaluated NGO RWHT distribution activities in southwest
coastal Bangladesh. The results of field surveys revealed that NGOs sell
RWHTSs at discounted prices or through instalment payment systems
rather than donating these tanks to households. NGOs targeted financial-
ly middle and wealthy classes as RWHT beneficiaries based on the criteria
difficult for poor households to meet. As a result, RWHTSs continue to be
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too expensive for poorer households, even though NGOs have set the
RWHT price being less than market-bought or home-made ones (either
the price per litre of stored water or the price for a one-off payment for the
tank). Therefore, poor villagers are largely excluded from NGO RWHT dis-
tribution activities. This phenomenon may be related to the general trend
of the commercialisation of NGOs in Bangladesh because they combined
RWHT distribution activities and financial support projects such as micro-
finance and income generation. However, it is argued that excessive NGO
commercialisation as observed in the high proportion of commercialised
NGOs in the drinking water sector is an obstacle to tackling poverty in the
country.

Therefore, this study suggests the need for NGOs to shift their focus
from wealthier households to inclusion of more poor households in their
RWHT projects. NGOs can include poor households by reducing the inter-
est rate and extending its repayment period of RWHTSs. For example,
NGOs reduce the interest rate and extend its repayment period for house-
holds with small annual incomes while applying the current system to
households with higher incomes. Such subsidisation can include more poor
households and generate beneficiaries’ sense of ownership toward RWHTs
while helping maintain the financial sustainability of NGOs. Drinking wa-
ter is indispensable for human survival; thus, such changes are needed to
meet the needs of people who can least afford it.

This study, however, sampled only one hamlet in southwest coastal
Bangladesh to investigate NGO RWHT distribution activities. In addition,
the case of NGOs donating RWHT and financial situations of NGOs are
not considered in this study. Therefore, further research on the donation
activity and financial conditions of NGOs is needed in order to understand
the complete aspect of NGO activities related to RWHT distribution in
southwest coastal Bangladesh.
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