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The policies and financing frameworks for countries in the Danube region are largely driven by 
processes to integrate into the European Union (EU).  Progress has been made on Water Supply and 
Sanitation (WSS) services in urban settings ς however fundamental service gaps remain present in rural areas 
ς often where most of the population and the poorest segments of society reside. In 2015, the Danube Water 
Program (DWP)1 completed a study of WSS services in the Danube region and identified that approximately 
22.5 million people remain without access to piped water supply and 28 million without flush toilet access 
(World Bank, 2015). The study highlighted the dual challenge that governments of the region face of meeting 
thŜƛǊ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŎŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
EU.  Additionally, the study noted that WSS service delivery in rural areas ς particularly among informal or 
local providers of piped water and individual household supplies ς are poorly understood, including in 
Moldova.  To address such gaps, the DWP has initiated a regional rural WSS study in seven countries, notably 
Albania, Bosnia and Hercegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Moldova, Romania, Ukraine (World Bank, forthcoming 
2018). The main objective is to examine the status of rural water and to some extent sanitation service 
provision, to identify bottlenecks and good practices in achieving progress on rural service delivery and 
formulate potential policy directions. This documents presents the findings of this regional study for the 
Republic of Moldova and builds on the previously published Policy Note on Rural Water and Sanitation 
Services (The World Bank, 2016b). The Moldova country study has been implemented jointly by the Water 
and Sanitation Project in Moldova (ApaSan)2  and the World Bank in close collaboration with the former 
Ministry of Environment (MoE) and the Ministry of Regional Development and Construction (MoRDC), since 
August 2017 merged into the new Ministry of Agriculture, Regional Development and Environment 
(MoARDE), as well as the Congress of Local Public Administrations of Moldova (CALM).  

Moldova is a small Eastern European country of 3.5 million residents as of 2017 and is bordered by 
Ukraine and Romania.  Most of its population lives in rural areas (57%) (National Bureau of Statistics of the 
Republic of Moldova, 2014). While Moldova is the poorest country in Europe, is has achieved economic 
growth, significant progress in poverty reduction and has boosted shared prosperity over the past two 
decades, with poverty shrinking by more than half between 2007 and 2014, from 26% to 11% (World Bank, 
2016).  However, much of this progress has been driven by remittances which form a key component of 
aƻƭŘƻǾŀΩǎ DǊƻǎǎ National Income (GNI) ς as a significant portion of the population has emigrated and are 
working abroad (European University Institute, 2013). As of 2016, the GNI per capita stands at 2,120 USD3 

and while this has increased substantially since 2000 (when the GNI was only 370 USD), it has contracted 
slightly from a high of 2,560 USD in 2014. Government policy remains centred around its ambitions of EU 
accession ς with an Association Agreement signed with the EU in 2014.  Political instability, corruption, high 
public debt, and rapidly decreasing fertility rates are among the other issues thrŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ aƻƭŘƻǾŀΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 
gains, as well as the viability of social safety nets and quality of public services (The World Bank, 2016a). 

Moldova is characterized by territorial, political, and social fragmentation, a legacy ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 
history. Despite a small and shrinking population, there are 35 top-tier administrative jurisdictions including 
2 cities, 32 raions (districts), the Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagaúzia ς and 896 bottom-tier local 

                                                

 

1 A regional Technical Assistance Program focused on water services around the Danube region and supported by the 
World Bank and the International Association of Water Supply Companies in the Danube River Catchment Area 
(IAWD) 

2 The Water and Sanitation Project in Moldova (ApaSan) is funded by the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC), co-funded by the Austrian Development Cooperation (ADC) and implemented by Skat Consulting 
Ltd. 

3 Atlas method (current US$) - https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD 
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jurisdictions called Local Public Administrations (LPAs)4. The median population size of these LPAs is 1,830 
(NBS, 2014), and an overall breakdown of LPA population sizes is presented in Figure 1, illustrating how 
dispersed the rural population is. 

 

Figure 1 - Breakdown of population size of Local Public Administrations in Moldova (National Bureau of Statistics of the 
Republic of Moldova, 2014)  

In Soviet times, public services such as WSS were run as centralized systems and managed by 
productive units such as agricultural enterprises. During independence, due to a lack of maintenance and 
centralised funding, most of these services deteriorated, with negative public health impacts because of lack 
of safe treatment and disposal of wastewater and/or unsafe drinking water. Impacts on livelihoods could also 
be felt from the inconvenience of not having reliable or 24-hour service. Although over the last 15-years, 
public water and sanitation services in Moldova were impacted by various organizational transformations ς 
both technical and administrative, the legacy of Soviet times still plays an important role in the WSS landscape 
today. The traditional soviet engineering culture tends to prefer large and centrally planned investment 
projects and may in some cases restrain the introduction of appropriate local solutions and creative 
approaches to problem-solving. ¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ aƻƭŘƻǾŀΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ EU-harmonized 
forward-looking legislation positions the sector well for further development and modernizations. 

In 2014, the Moldovan government endorsed the WSS Strategy for 2014-2028 including targets for 
supplying safe drinking water to at least 65% of the population by 2020 and connecting 65% of the population 
to sewerage systems by 2025. The implementation of this strategy is led by an inter-ministerial coordination 
group established in 2015.  The strategy points to the decentralization of service delivery, clarification of 
regulatory frameworks, the expansion of centralized systems through regionalization or regional utility 
model, and promotion of market economy principles as methods to improve the performance of the sector, 
its service levels, and to address financing gaps.  

 Not surprisingly, most interventions to-date in response to the strategy have focused on addressing 
WSS issues in cities and larger towns through the initiation and strengthening of regional utilities and by 
transposing EU directives into national legislation.  The 2014-2018 Action Plan and recent regulatory 
frameworks have helped to successfully mobilize assistance from development partners (EU, EBRD, EIB, KfW, 
GIZ, SDC, and ADA), with substantial investments in support of the regionalization vision. While the potential 
benefits of regionalization have been well articulated, namely economies of scale and scope, 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŘŜōǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aƻƭŘƻǾŀΩǎ 

                                                

 

4 This does not include five raions in Transnistria.  Including Transnistria, there are 982 localities, of which 916 are 
defined as rural Local Public Administrations 
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regionalization vision has faced several challenges. Despite technical and financial support to foster voluntary 
regionalization of service provision, clearly communicating the concept, legal arrangements and incentives 
to local self-governments as well as weak capacity of urban utilities have provided to be major bottlenecks 
(The World Bank, 2013).  

The strategy also articulates the need for development of piped water Systems (PWS) in rural 
communities, ς either through expansion of services by regional utilities or through local management 
arrangements organized by the LPAs, who bear responsibility for WSS services. In this respect the strategy 
mentions the importance of community management for rural areas. However, on the ground, other than 
through the support of the APASAN project, service improvements in rural areas have not received much 
support.  

The WSS situation in rural Moldova specifically remains inadequately characterized ς yet this is the 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ рт҈ ƻŦ aƻƭŘƻǾŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ уп҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ǊŜǎƛŘŜ (National Bureau of Statistics of 
the Republic of Moldova, 2014). Access gaps are widely reported: with only 30% of rural dwellers having 
access to a public piped system with individual house connections, while 80% of urban dwellers and even 
97% of Chisinau residents enjoy such service, as per the latest Household and Budget Survey (HBS), 2015. 
However, there is larger knowledge gaps with respect to actual levels of service that rural households receive, 
the performance and practices of local service providers, the overall legal and financing arrangements and 
the role of local authorities in service provision, as well as the situation with respect to sanitation. This study 
aims to characterize rural WSS service delivery conditions and performance in rural Moldova and capture 
perceptions of local governments. With a better understanding of the key bottlenecks for rural water supply, 
this report will discuss potential future policy directions and priorities. 

 

 

2.1 Sampling framework 

 This study combines secondary and primary data collection, the former relating to a desk review of 
policies, legislation and other literature (chapter 3) and the latter taking place in 50 rural local 
administrations.  While the focus is on understanding rural water services, attention has also been directed 
towards sanitation services, pertaining to both on-site as well as sewer solutions.  The study aims to 
understand service delivery models in rural areas and the services that rural households receive for the 
following situations: 

i. Provision of piped water services (PWS) in a random sample of local public administrations 
(LPAs)  

ii. Provision of self-supply, meaning households not connected to any type of piped water 
system, but using individual supplies, typically comprising of wells and boreholes. 

Data collection was administered using three survey instruments, namely questionnaires for: 

i. Households - administered at 1,500 households, in 50 localities (30 households per LPA); 

ii. Local governments (administered among 50 LPAs) as the service authority, and;  

iii. PWS operators (administered among 50 operators) as the service providers.   

A total of 50 localities were randomly selected from a detailed list of 759 with at least one functional 
PWS system from across the country in 2015.  This list was compiled using three data sources with 



 

 

DANUBE WATER PROGRAM | WORLD BANK AND IAWD 

Beyond Utility Reach? How to close the urban-rural access gap A review of Rural Water and Sanitation Services 

| Moldova |    4 

 

information about piped water supply systems5.  Only localities with at least one functional PWS, with a water 
supply coverage greater than 30% and more than 100 total households were considered for selection.  

In the selected settlements and within the service area of each PWS operator6, individual households 
were randomly selected for the administration of the household questionnaire7 . Interviews with 
representatives of the LPA and water operators were arranged in advance and administered with the most 
knowledgeable person or persons available8. The survey locations are indicated in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 ς Map of local public administrations with primary data collection 

 

                                                

 

5 The three data sources included: i) a listing of piped water supply systems implemented from 2013 to 2015 by MoE 
through the National Ecological Fund, and by the MoRDC National Fund for Regional Development and the ApaSan 
project, ii) IDAM or Deprivation Index for 2012 from the Ministry of Economy; and iii) National Bureau of Statistics of 
the Republic of Moldova. The total number of existing functional systems is estimated to be 975 in 2015 and 1040 in 
2016 ( (Bureau of National Statistics, 2017). 

6 If more than one existed in the locality, the survey was administered with the largest one 
7 A listing of voting blocks and streets was obtained for each LPA. Streets and households were randomly selected 
(maximum of 5 households per street) using an interval step approach and a random starting point. 
8 And follow-up calls were carried out if needed to complete or validate data with the service providers 

 




































































































