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Keep the pot Cooking
 
Community-led revolving funds and the  
key ingredients for just sanitation

By 2050, over two-thirds of the world's population is expected to be urban, with many living in un-
planned and informal settlements and in smaller urban centres in Africa and Asia [1]. This urban expan-
sion leads to a series of challenges, as low-income communities who reside in informal settlements 
often live in the most hazardous and unhealthy areas [2]. Mwanza, the second largest city in Tanzania, 
Africa, is also experiencing these challenges, with  approximately 75% of the population residing in un-
planned settlements on steep and rocky terrains in 2018. As a result, the provision of basic sanitation 
services is highly constrained by geography and road access [3]. Furthermore, because many of these 
households are composed of low-income earners lacking formal employment and housing tenure, ac-
cess to individual financing for sanitation facilities in these areas is also limited [4]. This highlights the 
disparity between the need for sanitation facilities and access to the financing necessary to build them. 

The newly established Mwanza City Sanitation Forum and Fund (MCSFF) aims to address this dispar-
ity by setting up an accessible and sustainable fund for the development, operation, and maintenance 
of individual and communal sanitation infrastructure. Seed money for MCSFF has been made avail-
able through a flexi-fund provided by OVERDUE, a collaborative research project operating across 
seven African cities and composed of practitioners from the Bartlett Development Planning Unit at 
UCL, Ardhi University, the Centre for Community Initiatives (CCI), the Sierra Leone Urban Research 
Centre (SLURC), and others [5]. The intention of this project is to address the sanitation crisis in ur-
ban Africa through developing deep understandings of existing narratives and taboos on the topic, 
investigating coping mechanisms and daily practices, and helping to foster spaces for dialogue [6]. 

One way of envisioning a fund like the MCSFF is to view it as a metaphorical “pot” (as shown in 
Figure 2) of money that loans are taken out of when needed. The goal is to keep the contents 
of this pot full and simmering at all times, so that it can continue to feed the community.  Sev-
eral key “ingredients” have been identified as crucial in a “recipe for success” to ensure the sus-
tainability of this fund and its ability to accommodate an ever-growing demand for sanitation im-
provements in Mwanza. Through fieldwork that was mainly conducted in Mabatini, Mwanza, and 
integrating learnings from similar contexts, the principles (or “ingredients”) identified that must be 
continuously well-balanced are social inclusion, financial sustainability, and local context. 

This brief will elaborate on the importance of finding balance in these principles before highlight-
ing actionable strategies for developing a healthy community-led co-financing solution to sani-
tation injustice in Mwanza. These strategies fall into the three categories of co-governance 
and management, diversifying funding, and offering a portfolio of options. Finally, it is im-
perative to highlight that this is a co-financing solution where multiple actors must work together 
and collaboratively contribute to sustaining and managing the fund to accomplish these goals.  
 

  

POLICY BRIEF
Key points

•	 To ensure the long-term success of 
a grassroots revolving fund that aligns 
with community needs, it is essential 
to maintain balance in three key prin-
ciples: social inclusion, financial 
sustainability and local context. 

•	 For revolving funds to be effective, 
they must have clear co-manage-
ment and governance structures. 

•	 To enable financial sustainability, 
there must be a diversity of funding, 
both externally and internally. 

•	 Achieving equitable sanitation re-
quires enabling community access to 
a portfolio of options through the 
fund. 

•	 For funds to scale, revolve and 
contribute to socially-just develop-
ment, there must be co-financing 
grounded in strong collaboration 
and multi-actor partnerships. 
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Figure 1: Close in Proximity Far in Practice, Mwanza, 2023. Photo Credit: Warda Reggane



1.	Overview of research 
and problem
1.1	 The Problem: Rapid  
Urbanisation and Sanitation 

Located on Lake Victoria’s shoreline, 
Mwanza is a hilly city known for its dra-
matic rock formations [4]. This geog-
raphy, and the related inadequate road 
infrastructure, comes with provisioning 
challenges as services such as a cen-
tralised sewerage system become unat-
tainably expensive [7]. This lack of sanita-
tion service coverage in parts of the city, 
combined with the rapid and unplanned 
growth of Mwanza’s informal settle-
ments, has resulted in both water pollu-
tion and significant health impacts [4].  In 
response to these challenges, the Lake 
Victoria Water and Sanitation (LVWAT-
SAN) project in partnership with the East 
Africa Community and UN-Habitat was 
launched to target the expansion and 
upgrading of water supply and sanitation 
in urban centres within the Lake Victoria 
Basin, including Mwanza [8]. However, 
in the Nyamagana and Ilemela districts 
of Mwanza, only 6% and 7% of house-
holds respectively have access to a piped 
sewer system [9]. Thus, as part of the 
LVWATSAN Mwanza project and to ac-
commodate the rapid population growth 
on challenging terrains, the Mwanza Ur-
ban Water Supply and Sanitation Author-
ity (MWAUWASA) has begun implement-
ing a Simplified Sewerage System (SSS) 
in order to connect to the citywide con-
ventional sewerage system [5].  

The expansion of the SSS requires im-
proved toilet facilities for the system to 
be properly installed. However, their ab-
sence in informal settlements in Mwanza 
remains a significant challenge, impacting 
not only the expansion of the SSS, but 
also exacerbating inequalities related to 
gender, age, and physical abilities. With 
existing infrastructure in poor condition 
and often difficult to access, safety con-
cerns arise for women and girls, while 
physical challenges due to inaccessibil-
ity place a disproportionate burden on 
the elderly and people with disabilities 
[10]. Due to these technical and financial 
challenges, providing adequate sanitation 
infrastructure becomes a complex task 
that requires innovative approaches.

Residents of unplanned settlements are 
not only excluded from city-provided 
sanitation services because of their lack 

of formal tenure titles, but also face diffi-
culties meeting the financial requirements 
of traditional loan systems due to their in-
formal status [11]. This means that loans 
from formal financing are often unavail-
able because of a lack of credit rating, of-
ficial employment, or other eligibility rules. 
This hinders residents' abilities to secure 
their own financing for the provision of 
the basic sanitation services that are cur-
rently unavailable to them [12]. 

1.2	 The Solution: the “Pot” 
of Grassroots Funds

In response, local savings groups net-
works - mainly constituted of women 
- have grown globally as a way for the 
urban poor to gain access to funds. 
Savings groups have been utilised by 
the urban poor as a tool for improving 
their quality of life. They are an example 
of the grassroots approaches to financ-
ing that have become key mechanisms 
for enhancing sanitation in informal areas 
around the world [13-15].

Locally, many of these savings groups are 
managed by the Mwanza Federation of 
the Urban Poor (“the Federation”), which 
exists as part of a more extensive net-
work of groups led by the Tanzania Urban 
Poor Federation (TUPF) [16]. The regional 
Federation coordinator, Mary Rubelwa, 
reported that there are 35 local savings 
groups in Mwanza, composed of 197 
men and 483 women.

Being members of the Federation also 
allows the poor in Mwanza to access 

the Tanzania Urban Poor Fund (JEN-
GA), which provides loans for various 
development projects such as land ac-
quisition, housing construction, income 
generation activities, and infrastructure 
development. However, this fund is not 
frequently utilised for sanitation projects, 
and research [17] suggests that there are 
repayment challenges, especially for non-
income generating projects. 

Using the same community-led format 
and reflecting on learnings from the 
JENGA Fund, a new grassroots financ-
ing mechanism targeted exclusively at 
improving sanitation infrastructure has 
been established through the MCSFF. 
The MCSFF is intended to operate as a 
revolving fund (Figure 3), meaning that 
the initial seed money serves in two ways; 
firstly as a hook for further funding or col-
laborators and secondly as a means to 
dispense the first loans that when repaid 
will allow for continuous and self-suffi-
cient funding over time.1

1.3	 The Recipe for Success: 
the “Ingredients”  

Returning to the ingredients needed in 
this pot - social inclusion, financial sus-
tainability, and local context -  it is clear 
that if any of them are lacking, the fund 
is at serious risk of failing. For example, 
if loan approval rules become too restric-
tive, these funds lose what differentiates 
them from formal financing: namely, the 
ability to include beneficiaries who were 
otherwise excluded, putting social inclu-
sion at risk. If loans are given to those in 
the most need without concern for repay-
ment or without interest rates, it is likely 
that financing will run out, threatening the 
principle of financial sustainability. Finally, 
even if a fund is operating in a healthy and 
sustainable manner, there is a danger 
that it will be used to finance projects that 
make sense on paper but not in context. 
For example, building toilets that require 
water connection when the connection 

is not possible, or putting services in lo-
cations where they will have to be torn 
down when a new road is built. This can 
jeopardise the ultimate impact-making in-
tention behind the fund. 

Keeping these key principles in mind at 
all times, the following three strategies to 
“keep the pot cooking” (shown in Figure 
4) were formulated based on desk-based 
research and engaging with local actors 
in Mwanza. Our team drew insights from 
discussions with Federation leaders and 
members, community government lead-
ers (mtaa), utility engineers, and residents 
of informal settlements. This was done 
through focus group discussions, tran-
sect walks, interview sessions, and a fi-
nal collaborative community workshop, 
predominantly held in the Mabatini set-
tlement. 

Figure 3: Revolving Fund as a Financial Mechanism

Figure 2: The Ingredients needed for a Sustainable Revolving Fund to Succeed

1 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/revolving-fund

Figure 4: Strategies to keep the pot cooking



2.	Examination of 
findings
2.1	 Strategy 1 - Co-manage-
ment and governance xxx

Establishing and maintaining a clear and 
transparent structure for grassroots fi-
nancing is critical [18]. Throughout in-
teractions with savings group members 
in Mwanza, our team witnessed both 
positive and negative examples of gov-
ernance, clarifying how impactful it is. 
For example, one woman left a savings 
group in Mabatini because of mistrust in 
that group's leadership, stating that there 
was favouritism in how loans were deter-
mined and a lack of transparency. This 
group later dissolved altogether. Another 
interviewee had been the treasurer of the 
Tujituma group since 2021, a savings 
group in Mabatini composed of 7 men 
and 8 women. She came prepared with 
record books that showed a very different 
picture of a well-documented and struc-
tured system that promotes account-
ability and clarity as seen in Figure 5.  
 
From the aforementioned examples, we 
deduce that community-led funds can-
not succeed without trust and account-
ability, and that relies in part on strong 
co-management and governance. By 
co-management, we mean the sharing of 
power and responsibility so that groups 
like this can avoid corrupt power dynam-
ics and promote supportive and trust-
based local relationships [19]. Groups 
should ensure that members communally 
agree on the systems in place and hold 
one another accountable when it comes 
to following protocols [20, 21]. By mak-
ing space for more voices to be heard 
through collaborative decision-making, 

grassroots financing like the MCSFF has 
the opportunity to be an empowering and 
socially inclusive solution where many ac-
tors contribute to keeping the pot cook-
ing. Figure 6 shows a diagram of different 
stakeholders and their roles in building 
the MCSFF.

Elements of governance that need to be 
collaboratively decided upon from the 
start include: establishing clear roles and 
responsibilities for all participants, creat-
ing guidelines for loan eligibility, agreeing 
upon repayment schedules and terms, 
setting up monitoring and evaluation sys-
tems for tracking the flow of finances, 
and maintaining clear documentation of 
this entire process. Case Study 1 pro-
vides an example of strong governance 
in a similar context.  

These suggestions align with community 
input from Mwanza. During a workshop 
held in Mabatini, community members 
participated by offering suggestions for 
how a fund like the MCSFF should be co-
managed most effectively. The idea of a 
community committee with elected lead-
ership was forwarded, for the purpose of 
determining how to use loans from the 
fund and for managing the repayment 
process. It was emphasised that unbi-
ased leadership was crucial, avoiding po-
litical party affiliation as well as having a 
system to elect leadership. Furthermore, 
many residents discussed the need for 
transparent documentation systems with 
physical office space for storing records 
(or the possibility of digitising records) 
and also expressed an interest in pur-
suing training opportunities to learn the 
fund management skills that would allow 
a committee like this to be as effective as 
possible.

                                       

One specific suggestion that came out 
of this community workshop conversa-
tion was the idea of prioritising loans for 
landlords. Some residents theorised that 
they would be more reliably able to repay 
and any toilets built could benefit many 
households simultaneously. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge the limitations of this 
proposition, as it could unintentionally 
perpetuate existing community power dy-
namics and inequalities and could result 
in additional financial burdens through 
raised rent prices. So although this idea 
will need to be explored further, this con-
tribution does highlight how community 
members can help determine guidelines 
around governance aspects like eligibility. 
A benefit of ensuring community mem-
bers are co-managers of a fund is that 
they understand local needs and condi-
tions better than any other actors [22].

Grassroots financing does need to strike 
a balance between formality and informal-
ity to ensure that it is not overly restrictive 
or risking the social inclusion principle 
[23]. Nevertheless, we emphasise that a 
fund like MCSFF must take structure and 
governance seriously from the start in or-
der to succeed. 

 

2.2	 Strategy 2 -   
Diversifying funding xxxxx

Diversification of funding channels is an-
other crucial strategy for improving com-
munity-led financing for sanitation [24], 
specifically when it comes to the finan-
cial sustainability ingredient in our pot. 
In order for the MCSFF to be scaled up, 
there is a need to do more than keep the 
initial flexi-fund revolving. Including other 
sources of funding, which can be both 
external and internal, will add to reliability 
and allow for growth [24].
 
External funding sources
When it comes to external funding chan-
nels, these usually come from stakehold-
ers such as private donors, local govern-
ment, and formal financial institutions. 
Partnerships with both private donors 
and formal financial institutions have 
played significant roles in the operation 
of grassroots finance. For example, AMT 
built a partnership with Standard Banks, 
who agreed to provide account open-
ing and management services to sav-
ings group members and to offer loans 
at commercial rates [21]. Often the most 
powerful stakeholder, local governments 
can provide financial support by issuing 
subsidies from the public budget or by 
including  projects into city master plans, 
delivering access to alternative financial 
channels [25].

Our first strategy on governance com-
plements this second strategy. Having a 
proper financial management system that 
strengthens financial accountability is an 
important part of scaling up. Weru et al. 
[20-21] advised that governments and in-
vestors prefer to work with partners that 
have developed effective financial prac-
tices, risk management plans and track-
able monitoring and evaluation systems.  

Internal funding sources
Diversifying through internal funding re-
sources can include both the need for 
interest rates and the introduction of 
income-generating opportunities. With 
regards to the former, there is also a fine 
balance that must be maintained with in-
terest rates. Microfinance organisations 
locally are already considered “blood-
suckers” by many residents because of 
the high interest rates and requirements 
for asset collateral or guarantors in case 
of loan defaults [26]. Thus, funds that 
target the urban poor have to offer rates 
that are lower than microfinance or other 
banking institutions in order to be attrac-
tive and accessible, but being interest-
free is not realistic. 

Referring to the possibility of generating 
income from sanitation services, over ten 
out of the nineteen participants in a work-
shop with Mabatini residents indicated 
an interest in building communal toilets in 
public areas. As a result, charging user 
fees for communal toilets in these areas 
is a possibility that was suggested by 

the community. This comes with its own 
challenges, as seen in Case Study 2 from 
Akiba Mashinani in Kenya. Paying for 
toilet use can be unaffordable for many 
residents, and the maintenance of com-
munal toilets can be neglected when it is 
not planned properly, causing additional 
sanitation issues [27]. These realities 
were reflected in the final workshop with 
the community, where a few locals voiced 
their concerns over management and vi- 
ability of communal toilets in a settlement 
like Mabatini.

Case Study 1: The Akiba Mashinani Trust 
(AMT) was established to finance a fed-
eration of savings groups that has been 
operating in Kenya since 2003 [20]. AMT 
focuses on ensuring participation and 
accountability within urban communities 
and financial institutions. They accomplish 
this by actively co-managing their pro-
grams within community groups through 
meetings, collective decision-making, 
and strong record-keeping. Members 
are consistently involved in the planning, 
implementation, monitoring, and evalua-
tion of all projects and processes, ranging 
from loan collection to housing develop-
ment. The strong engagement of mem-
bers in co-managing the institution is 
underscored by interview results; 90% of 
members demonstrated an understand-
ing of the content and significance of the 
by-laws. Furthermore, the commitment 
to transparency and accountability has 
driven a steady increase in the repayment 
rate, which escalated from 76% in 2012 
to 93% in 2016 [21].

Case Study 2: It is reported from the 
AMT case study in Kenya that many 
households lack access to toilets in their 
homes, resulting in them using private 
communal toilets in public areas. These 
communal toilets cost KSh 5 for an adult 
and KSh 3 for a child (US$ 0.48/0.29). 
Because these toilets are typically pit 
latrines, they fill up rapidly and require 
frequent emptying and maintenance. 
As a result, individuals often resort to 
using alternative methods such as tins 
and paper bags, also known as "flying 
toilets", because of the high cost and 
inadequate conditions of these facili-
ties. This practice involves dumping raw 
faecal waste on rooftops or into drains, 
causing further environmental and sani-
tation problems. This does not mean 
that communal toilets should not be 
constructed, but that maintenance and 
accessibility must be considered in the 
planning [21].

Figure 6: Potential Stakeholder Partnership of MCSFF

Figure 5: A Record Book depicting the Documentation of Tujituma Savings Sroup, Mwanza, Tanzania, 2023. Photo Credit: Lucy Di Santo



3.	Conclusion 
To “keep the pot cooking” in revolving 
funds, balance in the principles of social 
inclusion, financial sustainability and 
local context must be maintained. In 
Mwanza, and similar contexts, this can 
be accomplished through strategies such 
as designing strong co-management 
and governance structures, diversifying 
funding sources, and introducing a 
portfolio of options for those accessing 
the fund. 

These principles and strategies 
will enhance grassroots financing 
mechanisms but for a fund such as 
the MCSFF to be both sustainable and 
scalable, it must also be rooted in a 
collaborative co-financing approach. 
Local community input and meaningful 
participation from beneficiaries can ensure 
their active engagement in supporting 
projects like this in the future. However, 
while the community has a strong role to 
play in co-management and mobilisation, 
they are not the only actors involved and 
cannot bear the burden alone [32]. 

There are many local actors who 
are already involved in the MCSFF 
and ensuring a fair and well-defined 
partnership. Co-financing is the key to 
not only diversifying funding and dividing 
responsibilities, but also to building 
long-term collaborative partnerships 
between major actors in Mwanza that 
can be employed outside of sanitation 
projects. It is argued that the sustainable 
financial support of a project often 
relies on effective cooperation between 
internal and external stakeholders [19]. 
Currently, such city-scale leadership 
remains lacking in Mwanza since the 
public-private partnership has not been 
completely established. 

Safe and accessible sanitation is a key 
human right  [33] that should not fall onto 
the individual to bear the burden of solving 
alone [32]. Thus, each of the strategies 
suggested in this brief aims at and relies 
upon co-financing. Establishing clear co-
governance and management guidelines 
facilitates trust-based partnerships and 
shared responsibilities between actors. 
Co-financing is a necessary component 

of diversifying funding, because local 
savings from the community will not be 
sufficient to meet sanitation needs, and 
because financing essential services 
should not be the responsibility of 
beneficiaries alone.  Finally, having a 
portfolio of options emphasises that co-
financing solutions must be community-
led but also reveals the role of local 
government in integrating projects into 
a long-term vision that is not in isolation 
from the rest of the city. 

It is only through co-financing that 
incorporates the key principles of social 
inclusion, financial sustainability and local 
context that funds like the MCSFF can 
scale up and continuously revolve in a 
just manner.

2.3      Strategy 3 - Portfolio of 
options 

A community-led financing mechanism 
must cater to a portfolio of options tai-
lored specifically to tackle the varied 
sanitation needs of the community. There 
must be an acknowledgement of the 
needs and rights of women, girls, people 
living with disabilities, and other margin-
alised groups, and their inclusion in the 
provision of sanitation facilities has to be 
ensured [6,28]. Moreover, to adequately 
account for the diverse sanitation needs 
within a community, it is essential to go 
beyond the confines of conventional 
planning practices. A comprehensive 
understanding of the local context thus 
becomes crucial to guarantee that the 
funds pooled in the MCSFF are appro-
priately utilised to accommodate varied 
needs. Additionally, this will also prevent 
the solutions generated from the fund 
from becoming obsolete.

From the research we did in the field, 
MWAUWASA has shown attentiveness to 
local community concerns, yet, the utili-
ty’s focus on sanitation services in Mwan-
za remains limited to constructing individ-
ual improved toilets. This is because the 
provision of individual toilets is needed to 
facilitate the expansion of the utility’s SSS 
plan. Consequently, the settlement's lack 
of public sanitation services becomes a 
growing concern. For instance, within the 
Mabatini settlement, there is only a single 
public sanitation facility that is improved, 
which happens to be situated in a school. 
These concerns were expressed during 
the final workshop with the community, 
with the majority demanding more pub-
lic toilets in high-traffic spots such as 
markets, places of worship, and densely 
populated areas in the settlement. More-
over, from the transect walk and various 
interviews, some individuals stated that 
they had taken loans for septic tanks and 
water connections, which indicates the 
need for other sanitation services beyond 
individual toilet superstructures. 

This means that in addition to MWAU-
WASA’s existing SSS expansion plan, it 
is also important to explore how MCSFF 
can fund projects that are customised 
to local needs and driven by community 
support to provide tangible and sustain-
able sanitation solutions [29]. 

A portfolio of options must look beyond 
distribution inequalities. This means that 
the solutions should not focus solely on 
the presence or absence of individual 
toilets or the expansion of the SSS net-
work, rather, they should be co-produced 
with the community by implementing 
participatory approaches. According 
to Cairns-Smith et al. [29], the portfolio 
of options needs to progress towards a 
more equitable sanitation strategy that 
integrates decentralised and on-site 
systems, which are adaptable to local 
conditions. Furthermore, the recogni-
tion of individual rights, collective identi-
ties, and particular needs, specifically 
for women, girls, people living with dis-
abilities, and marginalised groups should 
be at the forefront of this strategy[30].  

Case Study 3 below provides an example 
of what offering a portfolio of options can 
achieve.

Ultimately, the portfolio of options should 
also incorporate an understanding of the 
long-term planning visions for the settle-
ment to mitigate potential risks, such as 
those associated with climate change 
and natural disasters, as well as to adapt 
to the community’s future needs [4]. For 
these reasons, a strong partnership be-
tween the community, the local govern-
ment, and the utility is needed to ensure 
that the portfolio of options effectively 
supports the city’s long-term vision. 

 

Figure 7: Focus Group Discussion in Gedeli, Mwanza, Tanzania, 2023. Photo Credit: Ka Hei Chan
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Figure 8: Co-Production Workshop in Mabatini, Mwanza, 2023. Photo Credit: Warda Reggane

Case Study 3: Citywide Inclusive Sanitation (CWIS) is a framework that has 
become increasingly popular, and used among public authorities, policy-
makers, development banks and global institutions, such as the World Bank 
and African Development Bank. The framework aims to ensure equitable 
and safe sanitation services for all urban dwellers, including the urban poor. 
To do this, CWIS  emphasises the need for affordable and accessible ser-
vices that are not limited by land tenure or hardware type. This signifies a 
commitment to keep the portfolio of options open while ensuring equitable 
financial support for specific needs, which means that service authorities 
may deploy a range of planning approaches to reach different customer seg-
ments within a city. Targeted to the sewered and non-sewered areas alike, 
CWIS aims for clear service outcomes for all residents. The framework also 
incorporates gender and social equity by involving marginalised groups in 
decision-making processes and protecting the rights and health of sanita-
tion workers. By implementing these principles, CWIS seeks to establish a 
sustainable and inclusive urban sanitation system that caters to the diverse 
needs of urban populations while ensuring equitable financial support for the 
poorest individuals [31]. 
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