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ABSTRACT  
This paper challenges the operational approach of the new policy paradigm of “good governance” that 

discharges the concept of governance from political substance and reduces it to the level of an efficient 

public service authority. The paper therefore develops an alternative analytical framework to 

understand and assess good governance based on institutional perspectives. Accordingly, governance 

and good governance notions are re-defined.  Using the case of urban water reform policies in Ghana 

the validity of the analytical framework is tested. The analysis shows that the framework is useful and 

has meaningful contribution to understand governance processes. The assessment of the reform policy 

reveals into different and entangled institutional constraints at multilevel and in different spheres that 

continue to hinder the performance of the water utility. To design appropriate public policies to 

enhance water governance aspects of the water utility require addressing all of these constraints.   
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INTRODUCTION 
Following the disintegration of the communist bloc and the resurgence of neo-liberalism, a new policy 

paradigm of reform has been prompted by international development agencies. In the developing 

countries, the policy has been leaded by the World Bank (WB) under what is called “good governance” 

(Lewis, 2002; Leftwich, 1993). The essence of the policy is that, through participatory decision-making 

processes, actors from different governmental bodies as well as the market and civil society, — mainly 

equated with NGOs in practice— can construct reform policies to advance good governance (Lewis 

2002; Suleiman 2011). The new policy paradigm of “good governance” has got adequate support in 

response to profound failure in the formerly implemented reform policies. The market-based but state-

led adjustment programmes that prevailed in the 1980’s and tended to exclude the perspective of the 

public failed to achieve policies to effectively reduce poverty and trigger social development (Leftwich, 

1993; Reed, 2001). 

 
While there is no one clear over-arching theory that explains what governance is about.   There are 

different interpretations of what "governance" refers to, according to the context and the political 

ideologies of policymakers (Hydén et al., 2004). Thus a universal analytical framework within which 

governance can be assessed is still lacking. In practice, however, one practical fact remains clear. In 

contrast to the understanding of the notion of good governance in the western context that link good 

governance to high standards of democracy in the sense of citizens’ inclusion in policymaking processes 

and legitimacy of policy outcomes.  The developmental agenda of WB appears to have reduced the 

political substance of the term and instead associates it with the liberal values of efficiency, 

transparency, accountability and the rule of law at the public administration level (Hydén et al., 2004; 

Leftwich, 1993; Marcussen, 1996). 

AIM AND STRUCTURE OF THE PAPER  
This paper challenges the approach on how the policy of good governance is operationalised and argues 

that understanding and assessing governance is more complex than is being assumed by the WB and 
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other agencies. Governance can be only understood by careful examination of both formal and informal 

institutions at the multilevel from that one that exist at the politics level to the one that explain 

collective mindsets of individuals in a society. These institutions work in multi-layers and are neither 

spatially nor temporally disconnected.  

 

Following the introduction, this paper starts with exploration of different theoretical understandings of 

governance and good governance.  The paper then argues that governance is better to be understood 

using institutional perspectives to conclude on a common understanding of governance and good 

governance different from the practiced approach. According to this view, the paper thereafter 

introduces a generic theoretical framework to assess governance processes. In the latest section, the 

paper uses the urban water reform policy in Ghana as a case study to illustrate how the institutional 

theoretical framework is valid to assess governance processes and provide meaningful contribution to 

design appropriate public policies.            

WHAT IS GOVERNANCE?  
Governance in political terms as perceived in the western context is linked to elevated standards of 

citizens’ representation and inclusion in deliberative policymaking process (Dryzek, 2000; Hajer & 

Wagenaar, 2003; Healey, 1997). Leftwich (1993) defined three main and clear positions or levels of 

governance ranging from the most to least inclusive: at the level of politics, at the level of policymaking, 

and at the level of administration.   

 

At the most inclusive level, governance refers to a system of political and socioeconomic relations, and 

good governance means a democratic liberal system supervised by the state, which is also part of the 

wider governance (Leftwich, 1993).  This mode of decision-making is carried out in formal or informal 

stakeholder-based associations that resonate in practice to small public spheres dealing with social, 

economic and environmental issues (Swyngedouw, 2005). Participants are allowed to take part in 

deliberative decision-making on the basis of the “stakes” they hold with respect to the issues these 

forms of governance attempt to address (Swyngedouw, 2005).  

 

At the middle level of citizen inclusiveness, governance has a more explicit political dimension and refers 

to a legitimate and authoritative state that is derived from a democratic mandate and built on the 

traditional liberal notion of a clear separation of legislative, executive and judicial powers (Leftwich, 

1993). This position of governance is referred to as a representative democracy in which legitimized 

power is vested in hierarchically structured state forms that are based on the political institutions of 

vetoing and representation (Dryzek, 2000; Swyngedouw, 2005; Williamson, 2000).  

 

At the end of the spectrum, the notion of governance is discharged from its political substance and  

deals with it in apolitical terms under a minimal role of institutional, legal and political conditions (Amin, 

2006; Hydén et al., 2004; Leftwich, 1993). This line of thinking is the position of the WB in practical 

terms regarding the meaning of the term good governance (Hydén et al., 2004; Leftwich, 1993). At the 

abstract level, the WB recognizes the political dimension of governance and has defined governance as 

the form of political regime and "manner in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s 

economic and social resources for development" (Hydén et al., 2004; Leftwich, 1993). At the level of 

policy, the Bank's latest governance and anti-corruption strategy, governance is defined as: "...the 

manner in which public officials and institutions acquire and exercise the authority to shape public policy 

and provide public goods and services" (Leftwich, 1993). But on other occasions, the WB defines 

governance in a reduced form as “the capacity of governments to design, formulate and implement 

policies and discharge functions”. Governance according to this view is reduced and narrowly viewed as 
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being a managerial and public administration issue and good governance refers to good public 

management. 

 

 

 

According to Leftwich (1993), the WB position views good governance as the efficient, open, 

accountable and audited public service authority existing within a legal framework and independent 

judicial system, and being able to design and implement appropriate policies. International 

organisations and bilateral development agencies, as some argue, have used the concept as an outline 

to allow these agencies to support and finance particular activities for economic, administrative and 

micro-political reforms aimed at steering societies in desired directions (Hydén et al., 2004: 2; Leftwich, 

1993).  

UNDERSTANDING GOVERNANCE: INSTITUTIONAL PERSPECTIVES  
This paper argues for institutional analysis perspective to understand and assess governance processes 

and outcomes.  Governance processes comprise actors, rules settings and decisions made by actors 

based on applied rules in a place. These decisions make or affect policies and have socioeconomic and 

political consequences. Thus to understand governance, we need to ask why actors, whether individuals, 

interest groups or organisations, make certain decisions or behave in certain ways and not others. What 

influences their social interaction to produce certain outcomes for common and collective benefits, but 

not the opposite? As Ostrom (2005:19,181) questions: “Where the rules that individuals use in action 

situations originate? And what changes in the incentives of participants will occur if we propose a 

particular set of new rules versus other potential sets?” Institutional analysis helps to come up with an 

answer regarding the reason for the state of affairs being as it “is” and not as it “ought to be”, and thus 

being able to design more appropriate public policies.  

 

Ostrom (2005:3), Hydén (2004:16), Kobonbaev,(2001) and North (1990, 1991, 1993) demonstrate that 

institutions are human devised constraints, rules in any form in a social setting, which structure human 

interaction, determine strategies actors may take and lead to either productive or destructive political, 

economic and social consequences for themselves and for others. Paraphrasing Hydén et al. (2004), and 

in contrast to the operational approach of the WB, "Governance refers to behavioural dispositions 

rather than technical capacities". 

 

Rules or institutions are both formal and informal. In governance processes, informal rules are as 

important as, or more important than, formal rules (Williamson, 2000). Formal rules related to what 

Williamson (2000) refers to political, judicial and economic rules and can be understood in the sense of 

enforced rules, such as constitutions, laws and regulations (Ostrom, 2005). Informal rules are shared 

understandings about actions being obligatory, permitted or forbidden, such as sanctions, taboos, 

traditions, religious precepts and codes of conduct (Ostrom, 2000, 2005).   

 

When we refer to actors in governance processes; we usually mean formal organisations, but also 

interest groups or single individuals that are distributed in a society and can be, according to Healey 

(1997), described as three overlapping arenas: the political, the social, and the economic arenas (Figure 

1).  Organisations as described by Ostrom (2005: 179) and North (1993) are groups of individuals who 

are bound by some common purpose to achieve the objectives of their founders. While organisations 

arise as a consequence of certain rules in a particular social setting, they, according to the power they 

hold, also influence the process of the formulation of rules, act as agents of change and thus influence 

the way that institutions evolve (North, 1990). The interaction between institutions and organisations 
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shape the institutional evolution of political system, society and economy, and the direction of 

institutional change (North, 1990, 1993; Salamon & Anheier, 1998; Thelen, 2003).  

 

The paper aims to introduce a generic institutional framework to understand governance processes. The 

framework attempts to capture the basic dynamic interaction of organisations within a social system 

where certain institutions apply.  Before discussing the framework, this paper refers to North (1993), 

Ostrom (2005) and Hydén et al. (2004) and defines six main organisations which are relevant to our 

understanding of governance, both as interactive processes and outcomes: 

 

• Political organisations  

• Judicial organisations  

• Governmental organisations and their bureaucracy apparatus  

• Economic organisations 

• Social organisations (such as NGOs and other forms of social bodies) 

• Educational organisations 

 

Political organisations include political bodies such as political parties, electoral systems and legislators 

such as parliament and congress, who define the political rules and define power structure (North, 1990; 

Williamson, 2000). Political parties in principle should represent public interests and constitute the rules 

for aggregating public demands and interests through political parties and the legislator into policy 

formulated packages.  Each political system develops its own judicial organisations  such as courts for 

resolving conflict and disputes (Hydén et al., 2004). 

 

State refers to national governmental organisations and their bureaucracy. In this paper, educational 

organisations such as schools, universities and vocational training centres are knitted together by their 

common public character and included within governmental organisations. According to the hierarchical 

structure of the polity, governmental organisations may also be local, such as city council or 

representative municipal council, and may include regulatory bodies where key policy decisions are 

made to meet popular demands and expectations.  

 

Organisations also include economic organisations such as firms, trade unions, banks, insurance 

companies, family businesses and cooperatives; social organisations such as religious organisations, 

clubs, sports associations, families, neighbourhoods, community based organisations, grassroots 

organisations, and nongovernmental organizations.  

Institutaional Framework to Assess Governance 
The framework explains how the rules in one arena shape the performance of organisations in another 

sphere, and how the rules made by the later in turn shape the performance of organisations in a third 

sphere (Figure 1). As Ostrom (2005) explains, each set of rules, whether formal or informal,  define how 

another set of rules operates.  

Formal Institutions  

Particular constellations of social historical forces and struggle among different social classes and the 

position of the state to the wider society delineate what type of political parties and political system 

culminates in a social setting (Salamon & Anheier, 1998). Political organisations are defined by the 

political institutions that are created in response to public demands, interests and identities (North, 

1990).  Political parties are the most critical link in the chain of governance, because they turn public 
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demands and interests, through the legislative branch, into specific policies and rules (Hydén et al., 

2004). Therefore when their roles are passed over, as this is often the case in reform policies of good 

governance, the representation of citizens is put at risk.  

 

Political organisations have the mandate to develop a legal framework and put in place judicial 

organisations such as courts, to make orders and to monitor and enforce the law. Advocates of 

institutional analysis to the understanding of governance, such as Hydén et al. (2004) and Ostrom 

(2005), emphasise that legal structure and its legitimacy hold a considerable share and explain social 

interaction and behaviours.  Individuals, groups and organisations in both the economic and social 

arenas make their choices and strategies in accordance with rules structured by state legislation and 

law. The legitimacy of rules is a core issue (Hydén et al., 2004). Without public acceptance and 

legitimacy, compliance and obedience on the part of citizens are not necessarily the outcome. Rules can 

be imposed by force, but include a high economic and social cost (North, 1991; Ostrom, 2005).   

 

Government is defined by the political institutions through election or appointment and together with 

its bureaucracy apparatus, makes up the state. Government generally refers to the set of individuals and 

organisations within the public sector who have the authority to make policy and enforce rules, laws, 

and regulations (Dryzek, 2000; Hydén et al., 2004). What formal and legitimate rules should 

governments put in a place to guide their interaction with the public in the governance processes? 

Hydén et al. (2004) and Barber (1998) stresses that the way in which state-society relations are 

structured and managed is the essence of governance. Thus Van Rooy (1998) drives our attention to the 

importance of understanding how interventionist policy by donors can affect this relationship.  

 

North (1991) argues that performance of economic organisations and efficiency is a function of the 

decisions made by political and economic actors, but he advocates the primacy of institutions on 

economic performance. States provide the legal framework to provide incentives, reduce uncertainty, 

and ensure order in order to facilitate exchange and within which economic organisations arise and 

operate efficiently (North, 1990, 1991; Williamson, 2000). In this regard, as will be discussed later, 

informal institutions in form of self-enforcing social norms of trust and reciprocity become a precious 

resource  for economic efficiency (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003; Ostrom, 2005; Putnam, 1993). 

 

Social organizations are controlled by evolved social and economic patterns. They evolve according to 

deep historical realities and constitute a product of the particular constellation of social forces.  Social 

organizations may emerge in response to market and state failure to supply public goods or state 

limitations with regard to the provision of material and non-material social services (Salamon & Anheier, 

1998). They may also cooperate with the state in addressing public affairs and support and strengthen 

the role of the state (Salamon & Anheier, 1998). In other occasions, social organisations may emerge to 

struggle against their governments and act as political agents (Hearn, 2001; Lewis, 2002).     

Informal Institutions  

Within social interaction, it is vital to discuss how social attributes and norms play a principle role in 

governance processes.  Social norms as described earlier are informal rules that have great impact on 

the behaviour of actors and on decision-making processes. The attributes of a society, in terms of shared 

common understanding and value pluralism, trust, reciprocity and cooperation underpin its capacity for 

governance and the management of collective affairs (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003; Ostrom, 2005; Putnam, 

1993). These civic virtues regarded as a highly appreciated resource in the political, economic, and social 

spheres. 
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In the political arena, social norms and attributes may hinder or enhance the democratic performance of 

governmental organizations (Barber, 1998, 2004; Fukuyama, 2001; Putnam, 1993 ). In the social arena, 

civic virtues facilitate acts of tolerance and acceptance (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003). As discussed earlier, 

social norms in the economic sphere facilitate and develop exchange between people, reduce 

transaction costs and promote efficiency (Kobonbaev, 2001; North, 1991, 1993; Ostrom, 2005).  

 

North (1993, 1990) emphasise the significant role of the subjective mental constructs, in the sense of 

human perceptions, beliefs, ideologies, and religions, which have an effect on the shaping of human 

behaviours and choices. We often refer to the collective mental model of a society as “culture” that is 

passed down from one generation to the next, via teaching and imitation of knowledge, values and 

other factors that influence behaviour (North, 1990:37).  It is in this sense that education centres have 

significance to change mental constructs of individuals and stimulate a process of institutional change 

and effect governance processes (Hooghe & Stolle, 2003). The collective mental model plays a major 

role in shaping societies and economic productivity (Williamson, 2000). According to North (1993), the 

relationship between transmitted accumulative knowledge and experience and formal institutions is 

interlinked. Both formal institutions and belief systems must change in order for there to be successful 

reform since it is the mental models of actors that influence the choices they make.  

 

These descriptions of informal institutions in form of social norms and collective mental model explain 

why the same formal rules can culminate in different outcomes in different social settings, and why the 

focus on formal rules is often inadequate, and can be misleading (North, 1990; Ostrom, 2006, 2005; 

Williamson, 2000). 

Exogenous factors  

Throughout history, societies have been exposed to or interfered with by exogenous forces that impact 

their institutional structure and dynamics, for the better or worse of a society (North, 1991). In Africa for 

example, Ekeh (1975), Matthew (2005), and (Gellner, 2006) among others show how the interaction of 

the public with the colonies has contributed to the politics of clientelism and the norms of corruption 

that still prevail and hinder developmental politics today. According to  Ekeh (1975) and (Gellner, 2006) , 

the colonisation projects has also contributed to fractioned citizenship in the sense of lack of a standard 

public understanding of rights and responsibilities and lack of social ground for nationalism . This has 

culminated in socio-political consequences  that are likely effective today, as the paper will argue later 

(Ekeh, 1975).   

 

Exogenous factors in form of interventionist reform policies by the WB and the International Financing 

Institutions continue to shape and make institutions in the post-independence era. Reform policies to 

boost development and stimulate economic growth; however, have proved little, if any, progress at all 

(Leftwich, 1993; Matthew, 2005; Reed, 2001).  

Path Dependency of Institutions  

Institutions are to a certain extent historically determined and have a path-dependency character 

(Hooghe & Stolle, 2003; Kobonbaev, 2001; Pierson, 2000; Putnam, 1993; Thelen, 2003). Pierson (2000) 

and Putnam (1993) assert that social processes are grounded in the dynamic of resistance to change. 

This implies that we have to trace the root of a present social outcome, "a consequence", to understand 

its "causes". According to Pierson (2000), Thelen (2003), and North (1990), path dependency explains 

the institution’s emergence, persistence and resistance to change. Once organisations are 

institutionalised, they have a strong tendency to persist, despite substantial social, economic and 

political changes over time.  While formal institutions may be altered in both ways, radically and 
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incrementally according to power of actors, Informal institutions, however, change incrementally and 

slowly on the orders of centuries or millennia (North, 1990; Putnam, 1993; Williamson, 2000). This is 

because, social norms are transmitted from one generation to the next through a process of 

socialisation that involves much more habit than reason, and embraces subjective perceptions that are 

not easily changed (Fukuyama, 2001; Schon, 1971).  Because of the different responses of formal and 

informal institutions to change, North in Kobonbaev (2001) warns that change in formal institutions may 

lead to collusion with informal institutions. 

 

 
Figure 1: Institutional framework and interaction in a societal system 

 

According to the discussion presented on institutions and their interaction with organizations, this paper 

defines governance as: "the interaction between actors from the spheres of a society within specific sets 

of formal and informal institutions in a social setting that produces certain political, economic and social 

outcomes". Good governance is defined as "the legitimacy of institutions in a social setting by the wider 

public and the coherence of formal and informal institutions to produce socially effective outcomes for 

the collective public ".  Good governance in this sense is not necessarily envisaged by the prerequisite of 

inclusion of the three set of actors in governance processes at each time. Government alone, and maybe 

at certain times civil actors alone, can produce good governance. The focus of good governance is more 

on the legitimacy and the appropriateness of the policies made than it is on the actors.      

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
The paper uses the urban water reform in Ghana as a case study to illustrate how the theoretical 

institutional framework is valid to understand and assess the water governance aspects and provide a 

meaningful contribution to design appropriate public policies. In this case, consulted by the WB and 

other donors, the government of Ghana transferred the operation and management responsibly of 

urban water supply services to a private operator. Under what it called Public Private Partnership (PPP), 

the reform policy is to enhance water governance aspects of the public water utility. After providing a 

general background on the case study, the paper tests the framework and analyzes governance aspects 

at different institutional levels.  

 

Ghana is a country that is relatively well endowed with water resources. However; water supply 

coverage is only at about 50%. In this sense, the failure of the government to provide urban water can 
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be only attributed to inefficient aspects of governance. There was a need to improve water services and 

thus the water sector embarked upon water reform policies and restructuring programs in the 90’s. 

Driving forces for reform entailed management inefficiency, administrative bureaucracy, as well as lack 

of revenue and financial workability, bad social norms of the workers but most profoundly corruption, 

political interference and clientelism
1
 (Suleiman & Cars, 2010). Ghana has been a heavily donor-

dependent country that customarily apply to the WB and other donor agencies for expertise and capital 

(Yeboah, 2006). Thus the government approached the WB for assistance.  The WB however makes 

conditions regarding the privatising of water services when it lends resources to countries. In principle, 

the appropriate privatisation program of urban water services was to be decided in consultation with 

civil society groups (Suleiman & Cars, 2010). But despite that the WB advocated privatisation program 

was strongly opposed by a broad coalition of individuals and civil organisation, the Ghana National 

Coalition Against the Privatisation of Water (NCAP-Water). A management contract by the Ghana Water 

Company Limited (GWCL) “grantor” was finally awarded at to a joint venture private company 

originating in the Netherlands and South Africa (AVRL) “contractor” in 2006 (Suleiman & Cars, 2010). 

The collected data
2
 from actors-group discussion and personal communications with individual actors in 

the reform policies are used in this paper to assess governance of the urban water services in Ghana by 

the private operator after three years of operation. Has water governance enhanced by the application 

of PPP principle?  

Governance at the Political Institutions Level 
The analysis of the urban water reform policy shows that donors overlooked the role of the Assembly 

members and negotiate reform policies with the ministry in charge of the water supply. Political actors 

had no effective role in public policy and were not an active party of the reform policy formulations 

(Suleiman & Cars, 2010). It can be therefore said that when their roles are passed over, the 

representation issue of citizens becomes an issue which is at risk. This trend of policy formation, as 

previously pointed out, puts the legitimacy of legislators at risk and affects governance outcomes 

negatively. In Ghana as well as in Africa in general, this issue most probably has a particular importance 

and significance, when one considers  that the public views post-independence governments as weak, 

illegitimate and an extension of colonial rule (Amenga-Etego, 2009; Anyormi, 2007; Ekeh, 1975; 

Osaghae, 2006).  

 

Interviews with actors in the reform process also show that political parties are elected based on 

personal and kin relations (Amenga-Etego, 2009; Korley, 2006). As pointed out by Suleiman & Cars 

(2010), politics of clientelism in this case have been one main constraint to good water governance 

because politicians appoint officials according to their political identities and patronage relations, but 

not based on competence.  Amenga-Etego (2009) explained how election and voting processes work in 

the real life context of Ghana: "…People do not vote on issues or capability of a person to parliament. 

Roofing sheets, bags of rice etc can easily be used to “buy” votes or influence people’s choices to win a 

parliamentary seat. ….. In reality, we have democracy in form, not in substance"  

 

                                                           

 

 

 
1 It involves an interactive relationship between politicians and  government officials, through the social networks which politicians and officials have 
(Healey, 1997)    
2
 Actors-group discussion and all personal communications with individual actors in the governance process of urban water in Ghana were part of a 

research project that took place in Accra in October, 2009.  
 



 

 

9

The analysis of political institutions provides a clear evidence of governance misconduct that has to be 

corrected if governance is to be enhanced. 

At the Government Level 
A media observer described the challenges of the government in regard to policymaking in general, and 

specifically in the water sector. The politicians in Ghana and other African countries, as perceived by 

Anamoah (2009), have difficulty taking bold decisions and when they do manage to do so, they cannot 

implement those decisions. According to her, the government is not able to set priorities in the right 

way for the country. However, she elaborated that the government cannot be blamed solely for this 

state of affairs because they do not have freedom with regards to decision-making, where priorities are 

decided according to the agenda of donor agencies.    

 

Analysing the urban water reform, Whitfield (2006) concludes that the donors, due to their financial 

contributions, have semi-institutionalised their roles in the design, implementation and monitoring of 

government programs and policies. Related to this point, briefly Yeboah (2006) summarises the state of 

affairs of Ghana’s policymaking as never having been set free from the culture of dependency on foreign 

finance and expertise. In the water sector for example, donors contribute about 90% of funding 

(Amenga-Etego, 2009). Thus the government, as Anyormi (2007) describes, remain weak and severely 

restricted in terms of legitimacy, authority and power to stimulate change.  

 

Whereas governance in essence or claimed to be participatory and inclusionary to strengthen capacity, 

overcome problems and design publicly acceptable reform policies, in the case of urban water 

governance was designed for cosmetic purpose to sell the privatisation program by the WB (Suleiman, 

2011). It was only the policy solutions of donors that got heard and came true.  Actors in water reform 

policymaking call for policy solutions to enhance water governance that diverge from the policy 

solutions of privatisation proposed by the donors (Suleiman & Cars, 2010). Their proposed solutions 

emerge around an autonomous state-owned company that is not associated by any political party, 

decentralisation of operations and clear accountability measures of the public water utility (Addo, 2009; 

Amenga-Etego, 2009; Suleiman & Cars, 2010). But the government was not able to be independent and 

design publicly acceptable policy solutions on its own. Therefore, the policy outcomes have lacked 

popular support and legitimacy.   

 

Whitfield (2006) refers to Rudolf Amenga-Etego, the NCAP-Water leader who asserted through a radio 

programme with regard to the fight against privatisation of urban water, “Foreign private sector 

participation is associated with a regression back to colonialism and perceived as an impediment to 

development; development is about developing our own capacity to manage our enterprises”.  

 

The analysis at this level signifies another clear evidence of governance weakness in the sense of 

complete dependency, lack of institutional capacity and thus illegitimate water policymaking processes.       

At the Management and Administration Level  
The analysis provides an additional evidence of governance inefficiency at this level as well. Instead of 

being enhanced, governance aspects that integrated the private operator in the water utility 

management and operation for more than three years have become complicated and entangled. There 

is wide agreement among actors involved in the consultation forums that contracting out the operation 

and management of water supply services has not been successful and has complicated governance 

aspects. They addressed various problematic areas, which are discussed henceforth.  
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Public-Private Partnership 

The claims of the PPP and the benefits of enhancing the governance aspects of the water utility assumed 

by the international policymakers to back up the policy agenda of “good governance” have faded away. 

The GWCL and the private operator AVRL work as rivals rather than partners (Duah-Agyman, 2009; 

Kotei, 2009; Martey, 2009).  

 

The reasons for this situation seem to be well understood by most of the different actors. The WB 

through the government made public claims about the superior efficiency of the private operator, as 

compared to the public operator, in order to defend its public policy and justify bringing in the 

international private operator (Whitfield, 2006). As Apoya (2009) noticed, the WB was willing to do 

anything to make sure that privatisation took place, based on the assumption that “public” represents 

inefficiency and corruption. The management of GWCL was portrayed as useless (Amenga-Etego, 2009). 

Bearing this in mind, the management staff and the water utility workers of the GWCL have felt that if 

AVRL succeeded, then proclamations about the inefficiency of GWCL would be validated (Kotei, 2009; 

Martey, 2009). The government from the beginning failed to make the GWCL feel part of the process, 

and to make it perceive the AVRL as a partner entity with which to work together (Amenga-Etego, 2009). 

Therefore GWCL did not feel motivated to operate in a way that contributed to the success of AVRL 

(Ntow, 2009), because it was felt that the private operator would take all the glory.  As Kotei (2009) 

explained, it is just like a football game, where the one who scores is glorified, but no-one thinks about 

what the coach’s contribution was to that success.  

Mixed Interpretations, Blurred Accountability and H igh Bureaucracy   

The interviews and group discussion with actors in the governance process show that the management 

and operation of the private operator have also been constrained by many factors that most times go 

beyond the territory of its responsibility and mandate (Duah-Agyman, 2009; Kotei, 2009; Martey, 2009). 

Mixed and confused interpretations of some statements of the management contract have been one 

hindering factor.  Examples brought up are such those statements associated with the dismissing of the 

seconded staff from the public water utility (GWCL) and the performance targets of AVRL and their 

operational implications.  Who is responsible for what is not made clear.  

 

In effect, as the media co-ordinator on water issues noticed, Anamoah (2009), roles became confused 

between GWCL and AVRL, and have complicated accountability issues. Ntow (2009) also described the 

process of ambiguous institutional arrangements and lack of clear demarcation of the responsibility of 

each player in the water supply governance. This has led, according to him, to duplication of effort and a 

waste of resources. To use the vocabulary of New Institutional Economics (NIE), the unclear 

responsibilities created high transaction costs and inefficient economic performance (North, 1990).     

 

Bureaucracy and long procurement procedures that have to go through a central state procurement unit 

and are then securitised according to the procurement standards of the WB are other problematic 

areas. To make sure that the grant given to the government is judiciously spent, the WB insists on 

certain procurement procedures and mechanisms (Addo, 2009; Duah-Agyman, 2009; Kotei, 2009; 

Martey, 2009; Obutey, 2009). In the course of applying these procedures, bureaucracy becomes 

stronger than expected and achieving deadlines becomes problematic. The design of the contact has 

negative impacts on operational efficiency. Whereas the operational processes are the sole 

responsibility of the AVRL, the management contract entails the GWCL with responsibility for capital 

investment and procurement. In effect the operator does not have a free hand to manage what he has 

been mandated for. Keeping in mind the background of a prone rival-like relation between the two, the 

aim of operational and thus economic efficiency becomes an unattainable outcome.      
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Legacy of Unfortunate Policies  

The most striking aspect that has complicated the water supply governance process is the increasing 

deficit of produced water to meet the demand, due to inherited wrong policies and inappropriate 

policies consulted by the WB.  

 

Mandated by the contract terms to decrease water losses and increase revenues, the private operator 

has started to model organisational customers. Usually the water supplied to ministries, hospitals and 

public organisations alike was paid by the government but not the water used by the workers’ 

accommodations of these organisations. But the University of Ghana has different arrangements for 

accommodation and payments for water. Unlike the former institutions, the campus of the university is 

where a large community lives, including workers, students and teachers, and they are all connected to 

one bulk meter. The bills of consumed and registered water by the bulk meter are being paid by the 

government with no control on water consumption. Other public organisations such as the police, the 

military, the prison, etc have the same arrangement of accommodation and payment method as does 

the university. Unexamined policies promoted by donors through reforms policies have lead to drastic 

consequences.   

 

In recent years, drinking bottled or sachet water has become common, as a result of the growing water 

industry that was ignited by policies of commercialisation and privatisation in 2004. Before that, the 

public used to drink water from the tap (Akomeah, 2009). Obviously the demand for drinking water 

created market incentives for wealth-maximising individuals living in the campus to be engaged in a 

water business that had almost no initial cost. Occupants of the university and similar organisations, 

whose bills are paid by the government, as Duah-Agyeman (2009) declared, produced bottled and 

sachet water in their bedrooms, through illegal access to the water network and infiltrating the piped 

water. The only equipment that they needed was a pump. The paradox is that those individuals 

moralised their illegal commercial operations in the name of assisting people to access water (Akomeah, 

2009). The private operator has to face one of the most tricky problems in terms of illegal connections 

and non-revenue water that aggregated the water scarcity in the supply system (Akomeah, 2009; Duah-

Agyman, 2009). To be able to manage and distribute the produced water, the operator has applied a 

rationing program that endows every household with access to water for a limited time, for survival 

(Duah-Agyman, 2009; Martey, 2009). However, in some cases, urban areas were deprived access to 

drinking water such as Teshie township (Amenga-Etego, 2009).  

 

According to Duah-Agyeman (2009), this business started because there had been a severe deficit in the 

water supply due to the small capacity of water treatment plants. The contract allows AVRL only a very 

marginal expansion of the system.  By mandate, the capital investment is the responsibility of the 

government through the GWCL.  Whereas this reasoning seemed to be reasonable, one can argue for 

opposite reasoning. Policies of commercialisation of drinking water that favoured to sell public water to 

commercial customers have created water scarcity in the public pipelines as will be illustrated. The 

created scarcity of water in the public supply network due to bad governance, by not investing in 

expanding the water plants, together with market incentives and growing drinking water industry, 

created inducements for wealth-maximising individuals in the campus to illegally draw water and be 

engaged in the water business.  

 

The commercialisation of the urban water supply has created incentives for water bottling industries 

such as Coca-Cola. Water business companies such as Coca-Cola had easy and inexpensive access to 

publicly produced water from the GWCL, based on having the same priorities as domestic urban 

dwellers and the ability to pay for water at once. In Ghana, there is no policy that gives priority to 
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municipal users over commercial customers (Duah-Agyman, 2009). The decision about whether water 

should be provided to citizens or to commercial users depends only  on the discretion of the manager 

(Duah-Agyman, 2009). If the manager is a public entity that is constrained by the lack of revenues to run 

the utility or a private entity that has the mandate to increase revenues, one should expect that the 

decision would favour commercial users. Water business companies do not have their own treatment 

plants and find it economically feasible to buy water from the GWCL. The water withdrawn for the 

companies has culminated in aggregating water shortages in the public pipes.  Thus the larger the water 

business, the more scarce the water supply in the pipe system becomes. The soft water scarcity has 

provided incentives for illegal access and opportunistic behaviour. Opportunism is a deceitful behaviour 

intended to improve one’s own welfare at the expense of others (Ostrom, 2005: 51). Occupants of the 

university or similar organisations where their bills are paid by the government have incentives to 

establish small business activities and produce and fill water to meet the growing market demand. 

 

The water market industry has been consolidated by social norms of the Ghanaians. In a country like 

Ghana where 50 % of the people are poor; how can a water industry flourish when the people that are 

better off are well served by publicly supplied water? Addo (2009) and Anamoah (2009) offer a 

reasonable explanation. People do not complain about the price of water when they buy it from a 

private entity but they do not tolerate prices beyond certain limits when the water is supplied by a 

public entity. One can go further and examine why the public collectively perceive that services provided 

by the public sector should be provided at low prices.  

Workers’ Behaviours and Norms  

To justify and rationalise the privatisation of water services, the utility’s workers were viewed as being 

the most corrupt workers of public organisation when compared to other similar organisations 

(Anamoah, 2009). One of the main arguments on PPP is that the private operator is expected to spread 

a working culture, altering the existing work culture and undermining corruption (Suleiman & Cars, 

2010).  

 

Apparently, the interviews show that the private operator has not been able to stimulate the perceived 

changes.  The secretary general of the public utility workers union (PUWU), Addo (2009) recognises that 

the attitudes of workers at the work place have been part of the problem in the management of the 

utility.  But he also emphasised that, human beings are corrupted by what exist in their social system in 

which such problems are inherited and do not easily change. The attitude of the workers is not only the 

attitude of the workers in GWCL, but it is the attitude of the Ghanaian workers in the ministry and 

everywhere else (Addo, 2009; Anamoah, 2009).  According to Korley (2006), governmental agencies lack 

legitimacy and thus people do not deal with regulations and information seriously. On the system of the 

work culture in Ghana, Amenga-Etego (2009) elaborates more on the relation of the public to the state.  

Amenga-Etego (2009) stressed that one must have a work culture that makes workers respect public 

property and treat it as their own. According to him, this culture does not yet exist. As he explained, “In 

Ghana and cases in most ex- British colonies we did not feel the state was ours. So to us, state is like a 

foreign state and public property is not our property”.  

 

In brief, one can conclude that many of the institutional constraints are beyond the mandate of the 

private operator. The water utility is nested in a web of institutions in which their operations are 

entangled. Enhancing water provision cannot be thought of in terms of only changing the operator, but 

via a national coherent policy that address the whole institutional framework affecting the provision of 

public services.  
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At the Level of Social Organisations 
The subject of social organisations and its significance regarding governance processes is broad and 

outside the scope of this paper. However, to advance our understanding of governance processes, this 

paper discusses only the role of civil society actors and some social norms and public perceptions 

regarding urban water governance.  The essence of “good governance” is about the inclusion of civil 

groups in reform policymaking and thus it is deemed important to address this issue.     

 

Civil society organisations most often are formed in response to donors’ demand and agenda to handle 

development or governance projects in Ghana (Amenga-Etego, 2009). Through what is called 

partnership funding, for example, the European Union has been supporting projects on governance; the 

United States Agency for International development has been supporting other projects focused on 

water and sanitation issues and advocacy and gender balance in the management of households 

(Amenga-Etego, 2009). In the water sector for example, there are about one hundred active 

nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) working on water and sanitation projects  (Amenga-Etego, 2009; 

Apoya, 2009).  

 

The activities of civil society organisations however are neither coordinated to enhance institutional 

coherency and to serve a national policy of development nor to achieve synergy regarding the purposes 

of donors’ projects (Martey, 2009). In addition, they lack legitimacy. According to many views, NGOs are 

viewed by the public as self-serving organisations and not regarded as legitimate organisations that can 

represent or mediate public views or perceptions in reform policy dialogue (Addo, 2009; Amenga-Etego, 

2009; Martey, 2009; Ntow, 2009). As described by Addo (2009), most often NGOs take advantage of the 

weakness of the system as people do not have information and do not understand many issues.  

 

One can argue that reform policies of governance have undermined governance capacity not only in the 

sense of legitimacy and accountability but also dependency. Instead of resolving the institutionalised 

government dependency on foreign aid and expertise, the shift to include civil society groups in forms of 

donors-funded NGOs in governance processes has created another level of dependency on foreign 

financing and agenda.  

 

Regarding public beliefs and ideologies referred to by North (1993) as “collective mental model”, there 

are a few issues to be emphasised that explains public Ghanaian behaviour in relation to water 

governance. The first, which was stated previously, is that citizens are willing to buy water at higher 

prices from a private but not from a public entity.  The public agitation over water prices surfaces when 

water prices go beyond certain limits, but they do not complain about water prices set by private 

entities (Addo, 2009).  This behaviour is of high significance to water governance and thus should be 

analysed. Illegal access to water pipes —that is publicly perceived as legitimate— and public 

unwillingness in general to pay for public water services have affected the utility’s revenues and 

financial capacity to invest and expand in infrastructure system. It is not the aim of the paper to give a 

solid explanation but rather to emphasise the importance to uncover the causes to resolve the problem.  

The theory on the two publics by Ekeh (1975) may provide a hypothesis. According to Ekeh, the African 

political leaders —associated with colonial administration— by the time during the struggle against 

colonisation lacked legitimacy among traditional Africans; and to mobilise the masses behind them, they 

distributed free resources and encouraged them to demand rights, services and abrogate 

responsibilities. If this was a collective experience that was transferred to post-independence 

generations as North (1993) emphasises, it is likely that the collective ideology of the right to access 

public services still exist.  Could this philosophy explain why the Ghanaians today perceive that they 

have the right to public services at low prices, but they are willing to pay much more to a private entity? 
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The second issue is related to the behaviour of citizens towards their own state. Amenga-Etego (2009) in 

an interview reflected on this issue to explain why workers in Ghana do not feel concerned about 

fulfilling their obligations towards their own work because for them the state is not their own and 

viewed as an extension of the colonisation apparatus. According to him, “After independence there has 

not been any conscious serious attempt to decolonise our minds. So the new independent government 

simply inherited the colonial structures and ways of doing things. So the police force behaves as it used 

to in the colonial rule. The politicians behave the way the colonial government used to behave”. By a 

similar token, to explain the fragility of the Ghanaian state structure due to dependency, Anyormi (2009) 

in personal communication emphasised that, “None of the nationalist governments that succeeded the 

British colonial rule was able to chart a clear development agenda different from the structures and 

institutions on which colonial rule was built”.  

 

This observation has also been stressed by other scholars.  According to Ekeh (1975), Osaghae (2006) 

and Gellner (2006), due to colonisation black African states are being observed by the public as an 

extension of colonial administration— a foreign institution standing outside the community, whose 

money, property and goals are not the direct responsibility and concern of the community.   

A GENERAL DISCUSSION ON THE GOVERNANCE OF WATER UTILITY   
Analysing some rules that shape actors’ decisions in urban water governance processes at different 

levels uncovered the fact that much more investigations and analysis of the applied rules are to be done 

to design appropriate public policies and avoid policy failure.  Institutional analysis approach is being 

well-explained in what planning experts describe as planning for public policy to resolve a “wicked 

problem” (Head & Alford, 2008; Rittel, 1972; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Skaburskis, 2008). Such planning 

approach, according to them, calls for tracing back the root causes of the problem and demarcating its 

boundary, which may reside at multilevel and may also extend a far way back in time.  Otherwise, Rittel 

& Webber (1973) warn against trial and error in public policy and the repercussions that are in 

themselves malignant problems.  The consequences of such policies, they say, are irreversible. The 

repercussions of the possible failure of policy as a shared experience as North (1993) drive our attention 

to may crystallise in the collective memory of the public. These experiences, North elaborates, shape 

public perceptions and ideologies and constitute means for intergenerational transfer that explains the 

path dependency of institutions. Altering social institutions is not an easy process because they are 

characterised by resistance to change (North, 1993; Pierson, 2000; Putnam, 1993; Schon, 1971). It is 

because of all these repercussions that a society may be constrained. Schon (1971), Pierson (2000), 

Ostrom (2005), Barber (2004) and Rittel & Webber (1973) warn against abstract reasoning,  the rational 

myth of intervention and drawing simple, easy conclusions in policy analysis. The political condition is 

engendered by history, circumstance, and context (Barber, 2004:131).  

 

Hydén et al. (2004) criticise the operation of the development community in the performance of 

universal political principles of governance in countries that have little to do with their political realities, 

but where the policy is still peddled because it is part of the donor’s priorities. As Hydén et al. (2004) 

explain, failure of governance stems from a failure to undertake the necessary steps for establishing a 

system of rules that legitimise political choices and political behaviour.  

 

Policymakers should also not overlook the fact that the two waves of structuring adjustment programs 

in the 70’s and the 80’s ended up in policy failure (Gustafsson & Koku, 2007 ; Leftwich, 1993; Reed, 

2001). Consecutive policy failures imply high social risk.   Barber (2004) refers to Rousseau who himself 
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warned against “the multitude of misfortunes” that can be traced to “considering certain general 

maxims without attending to circumstances, to time, to places, to conjectures and to actors”.  

 

Given the socio-political background in Ghana, one can envisage the magnitude of the viciousness of 

generated consequences if water and like reform policies fail. This is likely to maintain the public’s 

outlook regarding the weakness, illegitimacy and dependency of its own political institutions.  As a 

result, this is likely to weaken the local capacity and thus consolidate the culture of dependency that 

already exists. Many other researchers and scientists share the same view and warn that cautious 

measures should be adopted with regard to interventionist policies in the context of an African country 

like Ghana (Ekeh, 1975; Matthew, 2005; Osaghae, 2006; Reed, 2001; Whitfield, 2006).   

CONCLUSION  
The paper challenges the operational approach of defining the new policy paradigm of “good 

governance”. According to this view, international development actors reduce the notion of governance 

from its political substance assuming that a public service authority is disconnected from its institutional 

surroundings and thus design public policies accordingly.     

 

Instead of analysing the context and the institutional setting in Ghana that envelop the public water 

utility which has yielded undesirable outcomes; development actors led by the World Bank reduced the 

whole context, conceiving that the solution would be to replace the public with a private operator. 

Water supply governance in this sense was scaled down to the utility level and the solution was 

presented as if the water utility had no institutional linkages with its wider political and social system.  

 

As the analysis shows, these institutional linkages play a determining factor in its overall and long-term 

performance.  Development agencies decided to deal with the symptoms of the problem at the lowest 

level, overlooking the root causes of the problem, which reside at a higher level that may also extend a 

far way back in time. Addressing the problem at the lower level may culminate in making things worse.  

 

The paper also highlights the significance of paying attention to social risks of designing and application 

of inappropriate public policies in the context of country like Ghana; this is likely to weaken the capacity 

of both political and social institutions, not only at present times but also on the long run. If 

policymakers are not likely sure about right polices, then they should refrain.     
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