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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This document summarizes results of survey on the effect of Covid-19 crisis on the WS sector in the 
Danube River Catchment Area. The objective of the activity was to gain better insights on the overall 
impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the WSS sector in 2020 compared to previous year in countries of the 
Danube region, and its related economic and social consequences on funding and financing for water-
related investments and service providers, in order to highlight the importance of including water-related 
investments in government recovery packages and recommendations for how to ensure that such 
packages contribute to broader water security and resilience. 
 
Survey was conducted during the summer of 2021, and data was received by line ministries in 
Montenegro, Kosovo, Serbia, Moldova and Ukraine, economic regulators in Montenegro, Kosovo, 
Bulgaria, Moldova and Albania, sector water associations in Kosovo, North Macedonia, Serbia, Moldova 
and Albania, as well as Information from WS operators from Kosovo and Ukraine has been analyzed and 
presented. Results of this survey are coordinated with results of other similar surveys, particularly survey 
and 3 analysis prepared by German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ). 
 
Consolidated information for the results of our and GIZ surveys is presented in the document, covering 
the overall effect of Covid-19 crisis on the WS operators` performance, staff conditions and service 
provision, effect on costs and revenues, consumption and payments from customers and any support 
measures and programs introduced. Available information for good sector practices is presented. Details 
of survey results are provided in several annexes to the report. 
 
Covid-19 crisis marked 2020 with the need of quick transition from normal to emergency situation 
affecting social life, mobility, tourism, business and education; lockdown measures leading to labor 
shortages and supply-chain disruption; cost increase and revenue decrease for many industries; extreme 
pressure on national health systems and different approaches of national support to business and citizen. 
WS sector was not in a good position before the crisis, both globally and in Danube region and the crisis 
increased sector deficits and problems.  
 
Brief review of WS in Danube region indicate number of still not solved issues: 90% of the population 
connected to public water supply and 60% connected to sewerage, huge differences between urban and 
rural service provision and diverse levels of Non-Revenue Water exceeding 60% in some countries; 
different sector institutional arrangement at national and local level and tariff regulation models. WS 
sector in many of the countries is far away from achievement of Global Sustainable Goals 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 
(to achieve by 2030 universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all and to 
improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous 
chemicals and materials). 
 
2020 Covid-19 crisis affected physical and mental health, regular staff organization, on-site duties and 
customer contact in the WS sector. Re-arrangement of all regular activities was needed as well as 
introduction of remote communication channels, but according to the results of our survey the crisis did 
not require major changes in terms of activities, standards and supply-chain management in the sector.  
 
2020 had low inflation levels (average of 0,7% for EU), and our data shows that Covid-19 crisis had short-
term effect on the costs of WS operators, mostly due to the provision of additional protective materials 
and equipment, as well as work premises  disinfection.  Data available through our and other surveys does 



 

 3 
 

not suggest that Covid-19 crisis has independently affected regular WS costs, although we see that 
economic rebound in 2021 had led to disruption in supply chain, resulting in increased costs of goods, 
increased demand and cost of energy and growth of inflation above expected values in 2021. 
 
Survey data demonstrates that the crisis affected consumption of WS services by small increase of 
household consumption (1-4%) but major decrease of non-domestic consumption (11-14%) in 2020 
compared to previous year. Some global predictions indicate that industrial water demand may fall by 
average of 27% worldwide. However WS consumption has been affected in various and different ways, 
depending on the anti-Covid-19 measures that were imposed; profile of economic activities and tourism; 
concentration of the population in urbanized areas;  level of reliability and details of the information 
maintained by WS operators and others, that significantly differ between regions and countries, therefore 
misleading conclusions may arise. 
 
The crisis increased available social and economic deficits in the countries, and existing problems with low 
payments and debt collection levels in WS sector were busted. Information available shows that 
introduced customer support measures were mostly aimed to reduce economic barriers to WS services, 
rather to support financially the operators by assuring regular customer payments. Prohibition for WS 
service stop due to non-payment was most commonly applied measure to support customers, while no 
social tariffs have been introduced for poor households and there are occasion examples of income 
support for WS payment. 
 
While it is clear that Covid-19 crisis affected both consumption and payment of WS services, data collected 
from our survey provide divergent results for the overall effect on the revenues of WS operators, and 
therefore we lack grounds to consider that overall crisis has led to significant and long-term impact on the 
sector. Nevertheless it is obvious that cumulative effect of increased costs for protective materials, 
disinfection and staff, and decreased revenues due to lower consumption and customer payment delays 
has led to profit reduction and financial losses for WS operators.  Short-term loans have been taken to 
support regular activities in 60% of the cases.   
  
Covid-19 crisis affected investment in WS sector in 69% of cases surveyed, with reported level of 
investment realization between 27 – 70% compared to what was planned. Main reason reported to affect 
investment implementation is quarantine and inability for the project team to realize on-site activities; 
followed by lack of supply with materials / external services and reduced revenues. CAPEX delay is usual 
response in times of financial problems. We should keep in mind however that different governance, 
management and tariff regulation models are applied across countries, and different WSOs 
responsibilities for investments in the countries surveyed are available. All of these should be considered 
in data analysis for Covid-19 effect on investments. 
 
Data provided shows that Covid-19 did not lead to temporary cancellation of any standards and 
requirements, and only deadlines for certain tasks have been delayed. Most common measures applied 
to ease the work of WS operators were extension of deadlines to submit financial reports (41%) and 
regulatory reports (40%). The requirements and standards for the regular work of the WS operators were 
not modified or reduced during the Covid-19 crisis, while there are occasion examples of temporary 
cancellations or changes of requirements in the work standards in 15% and in the license conditions in 
13%. 
 
Results of our survey show that support measures to the operators during Covid-19 crisis were directed 
mostly to extend deadlines for tax payments, rather to reduce financial burden to companies during crisis. 
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Most common measures applied in terms of extension of deadlines for payment: state taxes and debt 
payments to commercial banks and public owners, followed by measures for local taxes (in 41% - 29% of 
the cases). Most common applied measures to reduce tax/payment size: debt principle payments to 
commercial banks and public owners, as well as for local and regulatory taxes (in 13%-12% of the cases). 
 
Information available confirms general conclusion that WS sector was not treated as priority one even 
during epidemic crisis when personal and public hygiene was extremely important. Only few cases 
demonstrate target financial support to WS operators outside general measures to support staff 
payments. 
 
Unfortunately Covid-19 did not disappear with the end of 2020, and at the end of 2021 many European 
countries are facing new epidemic wave. At the same time Europe is facing severe shortages and price 
increases of natural gas and energy, as well as prices of fuels and materials leading to gloomy predictions 
for the upcoming 2021/2022 winter. 
  
Recommendations are provided in the areas of multiple needs – unification of standards and common 
requirements at multinational (European) level; increase of capacity and competence of the WS 
operators; introduction of proper asset & financial management and customer service practices & models; 
introduction of performance monitoring and benchmarking; solid business and risk planning in the WS 
sector; organizational structure and HR strategies improvement, capacity building, strengthening of sector 
associations and coordination between stake holders optimization. 
 
Our general finding is that even in times of emergency pandemic situation when personal and public 
hygiene is extremely prioritized, reliable supply of safe drinking water and sanitation was not prioritized 
in the countries surveyed in the Danube region.  No particular measures were introduced to support the 
operators of WS services. Therefore significant efforts and communication by the stakeholders are needed 
to change attitude and perception by national authorities, politics and public towards WS sector.  
 
At the same it is obvious that WS sector does not apply good practices and modern solutions, lacks long-
term planning and is vulnerable to crisis. Therefore, current operators` organization and performance 
needs to be revised, updated and modernized. 
 
This survey was conducted, and report prepared by Mr. Ivailo Kastchiev as a background paper for Danube 
Water Conference 2021 discussion on Covid-19 impact. 
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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES 
 
Context and objectives of the research 
The Danube Water Program (DWP) supports policy dialogue and capacity development in the water 
supply and wastewater (WSS) sector in the Danube region. The program is jointly run by the World Bank 
and the International Association of Water Supply Companies in the Danube River Catchment Area 
(IAWD), with seed financing from the Government of Austria 
 
The program works with regional, national and local stakeholders to: (i) Promote an informed policy 
dialogue around the core challenges facing the water utility sector; and(ii) Strengthen technical and 
managerial capacity of the sector’s utilities and institutions, including preparing and supporting service 
efficiency improvement activities. A Work Plan covering the Program five pillars has been developed and 
is available on the Program’s website, www.danube-water-program.org. 
 
The Covid-19 crisis has impacted the water sector in the Danube region, causing financial, technical and 
operational challenges, and imposed short-term requiring adaptation to the new circumstances and 
continuing to ensure the safe delivery of water-related services. As a long term impact, crisis has further 
exposed the already existing weaknesses of the water services sector in many countries, but has also 
increased awareness for the need of improving resilience via proper crisis management arrangements and 
preparatory planning, but also through maintaining an efficiently operated and well-funded water service 
provision sector. 
 
The objective of the activity is to gain better insights on the overall impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the 
WSS sector in countries of the Danube region. The analysis would aim to document the impacts of the 
current crisis and related economic and social consequences on funding and financing for water-related 
investments and service providers and would highlight the importance of including water-related 
investments in government recovery packages and recommendations for how to ensure that such 
packages contribute to broader water security and resilience. The analysis is designed to complement to 
reports on this topic already prepared by other IFI (specifically GIZ). 
 
The draft report and its findings were presented during round table “Second year of COVID-19 crisis: 
Impacts and mitigation measures in the WSS sector” during 2021 Danube Water Conference that took 
place on 18-20 October 2021, together with results of GIZ and Isle Utilities South Africa surveys, as well as 
information from water and wastewater utilities in Croatia and Serbia. 
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Target groups 
Survey was conducted during the summer of 2021. Questionnaire was prepared and circulated to the 
responsible authorities - line ministries, economic regulators and water sector associations in the 
countries surveyed – Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Serbia, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Moldova, Albania and Ukraine.  
 
In the countries where WS sector has no specific line ministry, the state ministry with most relevant 
authorities to the WS sector has been selected. Information from several WS operators in the countries 
surveyed has also been collected. 
 
Methodology and limitations 
The Analysis has been based on a research process consisted of 2 main phases: 
 
During the first phase, desk and internet research has been conducted on the information available on 
the effect of Covid-19 in terms of overall economic perspective and potential impact on the WS sector. 
Information has been researched on the current situation of the WS sector in Danube Region. Data 
provided in relevant surveys (particularly GIZ) has been analyzed and considered.  
 
During the second phase quantitative research has been done through a questionnaire survey with key 
stakeholders in the Danube region in order to understand how WS sector provided services during Covid-
19 crisis and overall potential effect of this crisis on the sector.  
 
Survey questionnaire 
Information was requested in 9 sections of the questionnaire, including: Information for the institutions 
and responsibilities in the water and sanitation sector (section 1); How Covid-19 effect in the country and 
specific data how the crisis affected WS operators (section 2);  Any additional activities imposed to WS 
sector due to Covid-19 crisis (section 3);  How Covid-19 crisis affected different economic costs categories 
of the WS operators (section 4);  How Covid-19 crisis affected supply-chain management of the WS 
operators (section 5);  How Covid-19 crisis affected customer consumption and payment for WS services 
provided, what specific measures and conditions have been introduced to support customers (if any), any 
special instructions provided to WS operators from relevant authorities (if any), and effect on investment 
implementation (section 6);  How Covid-19 crisis affected the overall revenues, costs and financial status 
of the operators (section 7);  What support measures (if any) have been introduced for the WS sector due 
to Covid-19 crisis, including change of deadlines of standards and requirements; changes for tax / debt 
payment; support programs to WS operators (section 8); and  Suggestions for further actions (section 9). 
 
The authorities in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Romania did not provide answers during the 
survey. Concrete information has been provided from the line ministries in Montenegro, Kosovo, Serbia, 
Moldova and Ukraine, the economic regulators in Montenegro, Kosovo, Bulgaria, Moldova and Albania, 
and the sector water associations in Kosovo, North Macedonia, Serbia, Moldova and Albania. Information 
has been also provided from number of WS operators from Kosovo and Ukraine. 
 
Limitations and challenges 
Information was requested in unit answers in two main categories: Yes / No, and effect recorded in 2020 
compared to 2019 measured as percentage. Additionally each question provided information for 
explanation and more information in open format.  All data provided from different authorities from the 
same country was reviewed for any internal contradictions, and in some cases some of the answers that 
do not correspond with other information for the country have not been taken in place. 



 

11 
 

 
Apparently some of the answers might be generic and subjective due to the limited information being 
available. Information in this document is based on the data received by the participants in this survey 
and corresponding information from the GIZ survey, used in this document for verification of results and 
basis for further conclusions. 
 
Structure of the document 
The document is organized in the following sections: 
 
Introduction chapter provides some general information on the effect of Covid-19 crisis overall impact on 
economics and water and sanitation sector, as well as some general information for the WS sector in the 
Danube region. More details for the countries in the Danube region are provided in Annex I. 
 
Second section provides consolidated information for the results of this survey as well as relevant 
information from GIZ survey on the overall effect of Covid-19 crisis on the WS operators` performance, 
staff conditions and service provision, costs and revenues, consumption and payments from customers 
and any support measures and programs introduced. Information available in the GIZ survey for good 
practices is also summarized, as well as key findings and recommendations for further actions. Detailed 
survey findings are provided in Annexes 2, 3, 4 and 5. Detailed conclusions and recommendations are 
provided in Annexes 6 and 7. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Covid-19 Crisis 2020 effect on economies 
 
Coronavirus Covid-19 originated in a Chinese seafood and poultry market in December 2019 and spread 
to nearly every country, affecting life and global economy, killing more than 1.6 million and sickening more 
than 76 million over 2020. The World Health Organization has declared the situation a global crisis (The 
New York Times, 2021). 
 
On early January Chinese state media reported the first known death from an illness caused by the virus, 
which had infected dozens of people. By the end of January a “public health emergency of international 
concern” was officially declared by the W.H.O. By the middle of February W.H.O. proposed an official name 
for the disease the virus causes: Covid-19, an acronym that stands for coronavirus disease 2019. During 
February number of countries in Europe, Latin America and USA reported deaths. In the middle of March 
E.U. barred most travelers from outside the bloc. By April 26, the coronavirus crisis had killed more than 
200,000 people and sickened more than 2.8 million worldwide, according to data collected by The New 
York Times. By the middle of May some of the largest economies including Japan and Germany reported 
recession of economies. At the middle of August, the C.D.C. began consulting with California, Florida, 
Minnesota and North Dakota as well as Philadelphia to develop plans for distributing a coronavirus 
vaccine. The global death toll from the coronavirus surpassed 800,000 on Aug. 22. At the beginning of 
December first Covid-19 vaccine was authorized by UK, and in December 18 so did USA. 
 
General overview of the Covid-19 impact in 2020 show that countries in Europe (along with the countries 
on the other continents) moved very quickly from normal to emergency situation affecting mobility, 
tourism, business and education activities. The FTSE, Dow Jones Industrial Average and the Nikkei all saw 
huge falls as the number of Covid-19 cases grew in the first months of the crisis. The FTSE 100 index fell 
14.3% over the year, marking its worst performance since 2008, when it slumped 31.3% (BBC News, 2020). 
In response, central banks in many countries, including the UK, have reduced interest rates in order to 
make borrowing cheaper, encourage spending and boosting the economy. The IMF estimated that the 
global economy declined by 4.4% in 2020, which was explained as the worst since the Great Depression of 
the 1930s (BBC News, 2021). 
 
According to survey conducted by Policy Department for Economic, Scientific and Quality of Life Policies 
(2021), the  euro  area  has  experienced a  larger  hit  in  2020 and  will  experience a slower recovery in 
2021 compared to the  global  economy. The EU (3.6 to 4.2% growth forecast for 2021) is significantly 
lagging behind the recovery forecasts for China (7.9% growth for 2021).  The estimates for EU real GDP are 
between - 6,3 to – 7,4%. There were remarkable differences in performance of different sectors but also 
within sectors.  A large part of the digital industry has performed well, and so has the healthcare industry. 
Enabling industries like chemicals, construction, and the food and drinks sector are likely to experience a 
V-shaped recovery from the crisis. Despite the initial shocks, automotive and textile industries appear to 
be on a recovery path since the first lockdowns. Sectors that are dependent on human contact and 
interaction, such as the cultural and creative industries and the aerospace industry (due to the decrease 
in mobility and tourism activities), have experienced substantial hits by the crisis, and they are likely to 
suffer for extended periods from these unprecedented shocks. Construction  industries  in  the  euro  area  
were  considered operating  at 25% to 30% below their normal capacity  during the first wave 
corresponding to strictest confinements, but the situation across the  EU  is  very  diverse. In some Member 
States, it was possible to continue activity more or less as before (like Germany), while in some countries 
(like Italy, Spain, Slovakia, Ireland or France), construction sector activities were extremely limited. Even if 
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in most countries, construction industries have been allowed to take up production quickly again, they 
were hindered by the confinement measures and travel bans leading to labor shortages, supply chain 
disruptions providing shortages of construction material, as well as additional costs due to intensified 
health and security measures (FIEC, 2020).  Due to COVID-19, the winter slowdown in production 
substantially intensified by a drop of about 20% and prolonged until April, before recovery started. Until 
August 2020, production recovered from -11.5% year-on-year growths to - 9.1% (KHL, 2020).    
 
The Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR, 2020) conducted a survey in May 2020 to 
better understand COVID-19’s impact on local and regional governments’ finances and found out that local 
and regional governments in Europe are facing both significant increases in expenditures and significant 
losses in income. It was considered that rise in expenditures is mainly due to the purchase of protective 
equipment for civil servants, the most exposed workers and the population, the costs of implementing 
the lockdowns and protection measures, and social support for the most vulnerable. The loss of sources 
of income is mainly due to fall in tax revenues from personal income taxes and taxes on businesses as a 
result of the halt or drastic slowdown of economic activity. However, the impact can vary greatly 
depending on the region or municipality’s economic profile (e.g. tourism or industry). At the point of the 
survey, national governments with few exceptions did not yet provided support to local and regional 
governments to better cope with these increased expenses and decreased incomes. 
 
NALAS survey in South-East Europe (2020) provided that local governments have been severely impacted 
by the COVID-19 crisis, and the magnitude of the impact at the local level varies significantly within and 
across SEE. Larger sized cities and municipalities (over 100 000 inhabitants) were hit hardest, due to higher 
concentration of people and economic activity. Finances are the biggest struggle for SEE local governments 
in all economies. The lack of adequate financial resources is the most relevant challenge faced by the LGs 
in the crisis. Only 50% of SEE economies have developed official social and economic recovery strategies. 
Of these, only 32% have been consulted and coordinated with local governments and their associations. 
This unprecedented crisis calls for effective and efficient policies that are planned, developed, consulted, 
coordinated and implemented together with local governments. 
The survey revealed that besides healthcare, in all other priority sectors identified large shares of SEE local 
governments most commonly have increased their spending for the sectors moderately by 10-20%. The 
services/ sectors with the “lowest” increase in costs include awareness raising, the adaptation of 
administrative services, ICT and two basic communal services like Water Supply and Sanitation and 
Waste Management, although it has to be highlighted that almost equal shares of SEE local governments 
have also experienced a moderate increase in spending for these same services/sectors. Nevertheless, 
one of the potential policy recommendations in the report is to reduce financial pressures on local 
governments, perhaps by temporary reductions in taxes paid by local governments for specific public 
goods and services such as for waste management, water and sanitation, public lightning etc. 
 

2. Covid-19 Crisis impact on water and sanitation sector 
 
Water, sanitation, and hygiene interventions and practices are crucial in the prevention of COVID-19. For 
many low income countries however weaknesses in the Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) 
organization put millions at higher risk to COVID-19. In many low-income countries, WASH sectors were 
under funded and least prioritized (Desye, B., 2021). 
 
During the outbreak of Ebola in 2013 to 2016, inadequate management of waste was one of the attributing 
factors to the transmission of the disease and as a main factor for the deaths of thousands (ACAPS, 2015). 
According to the joint report from WHO and UNICEF globally, 26% of Health Care Facilities had no basic 
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water services, 20% had no sanitation service, and 16.7% had no hygiene service in 2016 (Wang et all, 
2020). Across the world, 62% of fecal sludge and sewerage is not properly managed (Satterthwaite  et all, 
2019). Inadequate access to toilet facilities in the living environment indicates that individuals are not self-
sufficient to isolate themselves during the crisis COVID-19 (SSHAP, 2020). 
 
According to U.S. Global Leadership Coalition (2021), 3 billion people across the world do not have access 
to reliable water and soap supplies.  45% of healthcare facilities in low-resource settings lack basic water 
services. At the peak of this crisis, 84% of healthcare facilities in Sub-Saharan Africa did not have basic 
hygiene service at points of care. 3 in 10 people worldwide could not wash their hands with soap and 
water at home during the COVID-19 crisis, reveal WHO and UNICEF. Just 51% of schools in low-income 
countries have access to adequate water sources and only 45% have adequate sanitation. 
 
International Finance Corporation (IFC, 2020) reminded that prior to COVID-19, the global water sector 
was impacted by five major trends: (a) global warming, which has led to an increase in extreme floods 
and droughts, challenging the resilience of water and sanitation systems, (b) increasing number of people 
living in areas facing water stress (currently 2 billion), which increases supply vulnerabilities, (c) rapid 
urbanization, which strains existing water resources and ecosystems, (d) the emergence of megacities, 
which adds the challenge of extending water and sanitation services to about 1 billion people living in 
informal settlements not served by water grids, (e) aging infrastructure, which has increased pressure to 
accelerate investments in more advanced markets, following decades of underinvestment. Closing the 
water sector infrastructure gap will require an additional $114 billion investment in developing countries 
each year up to 2030, in addition to the cost of maintaining and upgrading existing networks in developed 
markets.  IFC report provides the following information for the impact on Covid-19 on WS sector: 

• The world`s poorest received the COVID-19 shock on top of existing major urban water and 
sanitation services deficits, all pointing towards a potentially overwhelming burden to contain the 
virus. Low access, reliability, and the quality of WASH present risks in developing countries. Large 
cities also face risks stemming from population density and informal settlements. 

• Many large users of water have reduced activities resulting in declining industrial demand due to 
lockdowns and travel restrictions will significantly reduce revenues to water utilities. A survey by 
Global Water Leaders Group estimates that industrial water demand will fall by an average of 
27% due to COVID-19. Deeper revenue loss is projected across the whole water supply chain, 
including operators, technology companies, contractors, chemical suppliers, and consultants. 

• Several countries have announced crisis emergency measures that will affect revenues. Globally, 
the partial suspension of water billing for low-income users and moratoriums on water service 
cut-offs have been the most common responses to the crisis. Specific measures adopted include 
(a) deferments on or exemptions from utility bill payments for vulnerable groups, (b) moratoriums 
on cutting off the water supply (justified by the importance of hygiene in reducing the spread of 
the virus), and (c) suspensions of meter reading and invoicing. These measures have led to revenue 
losses for utilities. Global Water Leaders Group reports that water and wastewater utilities around 
the world expect to see revenue collections reductions of 15% on average as a result of the COVID-
19 crisis. 

• Operations could be affected by the increased risk of contagion among utility staff, including both 
routine operations and construction works. Operational continuity and flexibility are essential to 
keep essential water and sanitation services running, while also pushing forward ongoing 
construction. Many governments identified people working in the water and sewerage industry as 
essential workers, enabling utilities to maintain continuity of service. 

• The evidence from markets where IFC does business shows that financially robust utilities are 
coping well. Most utilities, including traditionally overbanked blue-chip utilities, are experiencing 
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short-term revenue shortfalls and less favorable borrowing conditions. However, these utilities 
are generally able to bridge these liquidity gaps, while also progressing with pre-crisis Capex 
plans, albeit with some delays or changes in financing plans. 

 
According to survey conducted by Global Water Operators` Partnership Alliance (GWOPA, 2020), most 
operators effectively relied on their existing risk management protocols to develop contingency plans 
that allowed for a swift and orderly reorganization of operations, thus avoiding any interruption of the 
service (including customer relations). Big number of public water operators have set up a 'Crisis Unit', 
with an essential function: centralizing the collection of information and the elaboration of responses 
during the emergency. In some cases operators developed a sophisticated templates based on existing risk 
management methodologies in order to prioritize functions as well as to assess the level of risk - with 
regards to both contagion spread but also of potential disruption due to employees becoming ill - attached 
to each of these. Survey showed that: 

• Some water operators realized that they were not fully prepared for a company-wide move to 
working from home and, consequently, had to dedicate significant efforts to upgrade the IT 
infrastructure in a very short time. Many operators introduced home work for those employees 
who could carry their tasks remotely and reorganized on-site teams in groups to avoid contact 
with each other and to ensure containment in case of infection within one of the teams. Shifts 
have been organized to spread employees’ time of arrival and departure in order to prevent 
gatherings of people at operators’ premises at peak hours. 

• Many operators have decided to close their customer offices/counters to protect workers and 
customers. In this case, remote exchanges have been encouraged (email, internet or phone). 
Interventions in private buildings have been minimized as much as possible. Meter reading has 
been most often suspended (except for smart metering). 

• Coronavirus epidemic and border closure did not affect supply of essential supplies for water 
operations such as chemicals, reagents, etc., but the crisis showed that this issue needs to be 
addressed. Most operators have adopted specific procedures to manage the delivery of supplies, 
in order to ensure social distancing and minimize contacts. 

• Aqua Publica Europea did not had records of disruptions of drinking water supply or wastewater 
treatment operations due to the crisis among its members. 

• Many operators started to prepare own recovery plans, including reorganizing headquarters in 
order to maximize social distancing; introduction of procedures for on-site employees; customer 
and commercial relations and others. 

 
KPMG analysis (2020) revealed several issues in the aspect of municipal infrastructure operations: 
Antiquated technology and systems, and digital barriers have made the shift to remote working 
challenging. Ties to facilities, fleet and equipment have impacted or shut down many programs and 
services. The configuration and condition of some facilities have limited the ability to adapt workspaces to 
accommodate remaining personnel. Deferred maintenance backlogs have meant that many assets 
continue to require attention and repair, even though public access and use has been suspended. 
 

3. Water and sanitation sector in the Danube river catchment area 
 
The Danube River basin is the second-largest river basin in Europe and one of the most international rivers 
of the world, covering more than 800,000 square kilometers (km2), with a total population of more than 
133 million people in 19 countries, a diverse landscape, and significant differences in water resources 
quality, quantity, and climate throughout the basin. The Danube connects with 27 large and more than 
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300 small tributary water flows, from its spring in the Black Forest in Germany to the Black Sea in Romania 
and, as such, is the largest water basin in the EU.  
 
Danube Water Program cover all countries in the Danube River Catchment Area: Austria, Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North 
Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Serbia and Ukraine. Latest DWP report (2019) provides useful 
information for the access to WS services and progress made in the last several years: 
 
Water supply: Half of the countries in the Danube region provide more than 90 percent of their population 
with safely managed water services. All EU member states except Hungary and Romania are among these 
countries. Albania and Moldova are lagging with less than 70 percent of their population having access to 
safely managed water services. 
 
Household coverage with piped water has increased in most countries from the Danube region, from an 
average of 80% in 2000 to 83% in 2015, with a few notable exceptions. In most EU member states, piped 
water coverage was already high in 2000 and continued to increase steadily until 2016. Much lower 
coverage in rural areas is driving overall coverage down in some countries. Most EU countries, with the 
notable exception of Romania, exhibit nearly 100% piped water access irrespective of location and even 
poorer countries, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and North Macedonia, show a low access gap 
between rural and urban residents, though with perhaps higher reliance on service providers other than 
public utilities. Yet, access to piped water by rural residents is half or less of urban coverage in Moldova, 
Romania, and Ukraine, which also have the lowest average access to piped water. 
 
Although the gap in access to piped water supply is slowly closing, increasing access to piped water supply 
remains a challenge for all Danube countries, especially in less densely populated areas. Access to piped 
water in the region has increased from 81% to 83% as estimated by JMP in 2017. 
 
Sewerage: 60% of the Danube population (or 78.8 million) are connected to sewer networks, representing 
an increase of 6 % and 2% from 2006 and 2012 rates, respectively. Although progress has been made since 
2006 in increasing the coverage of the population with connection to sewers, changes are mostly visible 
among EU member countries, driven mostly by improvements in connection rates in Romania and 
Bulgaria. For Moldova, Montenegro, and Ukraine, access to sewers is decreasing, while it is stagnating for 
Slovakia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Even more than in piped water supply, lack of access to improved 
sanitation is most prevalent in rural areas or areas with low population density. The difference between 
urban and rural access to sewer connection is the largest in non-EU countries. 
 
Wastewater treatment: Over the past five years, the share of population connected to wastewater 
treatment has increased in EU member states across the Danube region but there is still significant 
underinvestment on wastewater management in non-EU and non-candidate countries. Some EU 
member states (the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Bulgaria) have increased the connection above 70%, 
with two-thirds of the connected population receiving tertiary treatment. Other EU member countries are 
lagging (e.g., Romania), and their wastewater connection rate has stagnated over the past five years 
(Slovenia, Croatia). In candidate countries, little progress has been made: wastewater is predominantly 
collected without being treated, except for Albania.  
Non-revenue water: (NRW) has followed quite a diverse evolution across the region over the past few 
years, with half of the Danube countries making improvements in the reported NRW figures or keeping it 
stable, and the other half reporting increases. Austria and the Czech Republic are the only countries 
reaching international good practice with less than 25% of NRW. Hungary, Croatia, Slovakia and Slovenia 
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show NRW levels close to 30%, while Kosovo, Montenegro, Bulgaria, North Macedonia and Albania are 
close to and above 60%. 
 
Relevant information for GDP data, WS services provision and institutional arrangement of WS sector in 
the countries surveyed in Danube region is provided in Annex 1.  
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II. SURVEY RESULTS: PERFORMANCE OF WS SECTOR DURING COVID-19 
CRISIS  

 
1. Work organization and WS service provision during covid-19 crisis 

 
All countries surveyed have been affected by Covid-19 crisis and travel restrictions have been introduced 
for certain period of time. In most of the cases mandatory home office has been introduced during the 
strictest restrictions during the first wave of the pandemic (period between Marchs – May 2020). 
 
Data provided shows that most of the respondents (between 93%-94%) confirm that employees of the 
WS operators have been sick or quarantined during 2020. The share of WSO personnel that got sick from 
Covid-19 or was quarantined during the crisis varies between 0,3% up to 22%. The average quarantine 
period in the countries surveyed was 14 days, with some variations between 10 up to 15 days. 
 
Even though provision WS services is essential for good hygiene and is of great importance for measures 
to cope with Covid-19, WS operators were not treated as special organization for vaccination against 
Covid-19. Nevertheless, some of the operators have achieved more than 90% of the staff vaccinated 
against the virus. 
 
GIZ survey has identified that in 61% of the public operators surveyed people have been worried for their 
health, but nevertheless staff have increased its productivity and showed resilience and motivation to 
cope with the crisis. No operators have responded that they had to eliminate positions due to the crisis. 
In 2/3 of the cases public operators introduced home office for less than 10% of their employees, and in 
very few cases (4%) they organized home office for more than 30% of the staff. More than 70% of the 
PUCs provided required protection equipment and increased sanitary activities, and 1/3 of the companies 
reorganized shifts. Informal support has been provided to staff (flexible working hours, flexible sick-leave 
policies, childcare benefits, etc.).  
 
Customer service area was the most affected WS activity with the need to introduce additional activities 
(in 77% of the responses) as due to requirements for limitation of physical access operators tried to 
maintain contact with customers through phone and online platforms. Less than ¼ of the responses 
demonstrated additional activities in meter readings, as customers were encouraged to provide 
information through phone and internet.  
 
Covid-19 did not require significant changes in water disinfection, as the crisis led to additional 
disinfection of water in 25%, and of wastewater in 13% of our responses.  
Information provided from the wastewater operator in the city of Zagreb / Croatia during 2021 Danube 
Water Conference showed that Covid-19 was present in the wastewater, but successfully removed during 
the standard treatment process, and therefore it was not discharged in the see through the treated 
wastewaters. 
 
Regular maintenance of the water supply and sewerage network was performed on a smaller scale. In 
rare occasions respondents provided information for additional measures outside regular provision of WS 
services imposed by the local governments, mostly related to disinfection of public areas and building.   
In most of the cases surveyed, WS operators were not provided with any special and formal instructions 
how to implement their regular duties during Covid-19.  
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Almost half of the responses (46%) reported that some instructions have been provided in the customer 
service area, including additional disinfections, prohibit of service stop due to non-payment, special 
regime for customer service in customer centers (social distance and other related measures), increase of 
on-line / remote service and no contact policy and others. In one third of the responses (36%) operators 
were also instructed to reduce physical meter readings and to stimulate customers to provide self-reports 
through telephone / internet. In much less cases (8% of the responses) operators have received some 
instructions for asset maintenance and investments realization. 
 
Nevertheless, GIZ surveyed provided data that overall cooperation between the local governments and 
their public operators was rated as very good or excellent. More than one-third of the PUCs that have 
participated in the survey answered that they were cooperating actively with other PUCs and companies 
from neighboring or other regions to exchange information, borrowing assets, essential supplies, spare 
parts for machinery, etc. GIZ survey provided good examples of WS operators in various forms – 
disinfection of streets and public places done by the municipal operator; introduction of large portfolio of 
digital services, improvement of service delivery and engagement of management to operational plan. 
Interesting case for optimization of shifts in station`s premises by introducing 20 days uninterrupted shifts 
for the staff, while the operator ensured the provision of food and other supplies for the staff that was 
taking the shifts. 
 
Covid-19 crisis did not significantly affect supply-chain management in the WS sector.  
 
56% of the surveyed entities reported that the crisis had no negative effect on supply with materials, 63% 
reported no issues with provision with external services, and 67% for recruitment of new personnel. This 
has been confirmed by the GIZ survey, where majority of responding PUCs (68,5%) indicated that they did 
not observe any particular shortages during the period of the crisis, and most of the cases examined 
occurred at the beginning of the crisis. 
 
More details gathered through the survey related to Covid-19 restrictions, WS staff conditions, impact 
and support, services provided and additional activities introduced are provided in Annex 2. 
 

2. Covid-19 crisis effect on costs and services provision 
 
2020 had relatively low inflation levels – average of 0,7% for EU (European Commission data, 2021). 
Therefore we cannot expect significant rise of WS costs in the countries surveyed, even when considering 
Covid-19 crisis.  
 
Results of our survey showed that in 2020 compared to previous year, costs for materials have been 
decreased in 80% of the country profiles, with cost reduction varying from -3,6% up to – 52%; while costs 
for external services and costs for personnel were increased in 100% of the country profiles, varying 
between 5% up to 20-22%. Information provided for costs for taxes and financial costs is heterogeneous, 
different country profiles reported big negative and positive variations, and therefore no concrete data 
can be provided. 
 
GIZ survey provided that costs for materials have not been changed in 47%, and costs for personnel in 
45% of the respondents in the survey. In only 5% the operators provided that these costs have increased 
with more than 20%, while in almost 1/3 of the cases they have increased between 5-10%.  
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Our survey could not provide clear trend of the total costs of operation of WS operators in 2020, but the 
overall conclusion is that they have not been significantly changed compared to 2019, as variations are 
reported between +0.69% up to +5%. Costs for depreciation did not change and are almost the same as 
previous year, while not enough information has been provided to analyze financial and other costs of WS 
operators. Economic rebound in 2021 however has led to significant increase of costs for materials and 
energy, leading to significant impact on WS sector`s financial sustainability, and therefore WS tariff 
updates are necessary to support WS operators to overcome cumulative burden from 2020-2021. 
 
According to 67% of our responses, Covid-19 has affected consumption of WS services. Further data 
analysis shows that on average household consumption has been slightly increased between 1-4%, while 
non-domestic consumption was significantly decreased between 11-14% compared to 2019. 
 
Our data confirms expectations that Covid-19 crisis affected positively household and negatively non-
domestic consumption. However WS consumption has been affected in various and different ways, 
depending on the anti-Covid-19 measures that were imposed; profile of economic activities and tourism; 
concentration of the population in urbanized areas;  level of reliability and details of the information 
maintained by WS operators, as well as other factors.  All of these significantly differ between regions and 
countries, therefore misleading conclusions may arise. 
 
GIZ survey provided that 25% of the public operators participating in the survey no significant change was 
observed in the total amount of water consumption, and 22% of PUCs reported a decrease in the amount 
of water consumption for both domestic and business customers. We should keep in mind however that 
according to the same survey less than 11 % of responding PUCs have stated that they have remote water 
metering solutions introduced in their serviced communities, another 55% reported that they do not 
operate remote metering, and  approximately 34% of respondents state that their companies have 
partially introduced such solutions. Logically lack of remote metering and lack of physical access to meters 
led to misleading information for water consumption. Half of the PUCs (54%) had still utilized physical 
reporting of water consumption. 
 
Information from public water utility in Serbia during 2021 Danube Water Conference provided that 
Covid-19 crisis did not affect water consumption in 2020, and current water consumption in 2021 is even 
increased. 
 
More than half of the responses (57%) in our survey showed that Covid-19 did not significantly affect 
payments of WS services from customers, although the information provided in our survey shows 
contradictory results. Payments of households and non-domestic customers follow same trend in each of 
the surveyed countries, but the trends in the countries are different – some demonstrate reductions while 
other increase.  
 
At the same time GIZ survey provided that the majority of respondents (61,3%) stated that there had been 
a noticeable tendency for a decrease (between 5-20%) in the number of paid bills for delivery of various 
types of communal services by customers. 
 
Overall conclusion is that support measures were mostly aimed to reduce economic barriers to WS 
services, rather to support financially the operators by assuring regular customer payments. 
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Most commonly introduced measure during Covid-19 has been prohibition for WS service stop due to 
non-payment (reported in 79% of the cases). Many of the respondents provided that even if such measure 
has not been officially introduced, WS operators did not disconnect customers. In almost half of the cases 
(44%) the period for payment of WS services has been increased, while in one third of the cases (33%) the 
interest due for non-payment has been canceled or reduced. No information was reported for 
introduction of social tariffs for poor households, and in rare cases income support for poor households 
for payment of WS services has been introduced (13%). 
 
GIZ survey confirms that such support measures have been introduced - suspension of all shut-offs and 
late payment fees, extensions to payment deadlines, flexible payment plans, level/fixed payment plans, 
etc. Nevertheless it shows that 1/5 of all PUCs have continued their usual deferral and disconnection 
policies. Less than 10% of PUCs have requested tariff increase during the Covid-19 crisis, mostly for water 
supply and sewerage management. 
 
Support measures have been introduced mostly by the state, or by the local governments and municipal 
operators, depending on the sector organization and regulation (national / local level), but there are 
examples of involvement of economic regulators and operators` self-initiatives.  
 
GIS survey provided that in many of the target Western Balkan economies, central governments have 
provided financial support and stimulus to customers of vulnerable groups, although in our survey we can 
see that only 13% of the answers were positive for introduction of income support for poor households 
for payment of WS services. 
 
More details gathered through the survey related to Covid-19 effect on economic cost categories and 
total costs, consumption, customer payment and relevant support measures are provided in Annex 3. 
 

3. Covid-19 crisis effect on WS revenues 
 
In most of the countries surveyed we see increase of revenues from domestic customers, varying between 
3 – 7%. The overall information for revenues from non-domestic customers does not provide clear trend, 
as in some of the cases it has dropped between -2% up to -18%, while in other case it has increased with 
5%. Information from wastewater operator in the city of Zagreb / Croatia during 2021 Danube Water 
Conference provided similar results for their financial impact during the crisis. 
 
GIZ survey commented that 77,3% of surveyed PUCs have experienced or were expecting to experience 
revenue losses due to the COVID-19 crisis, but the observed decrease in revenues fluctuates between 5%-
20% for 60% of the companies, while other 20% responded that the crisis did not affect their revenues.  
 
Cumulative effect of increased costs for protective materials, disinfection and staff, and decreased 
revenues due to lower consumption and customer payment delays has led to profit reduction and 
financial losses for WS operators. Overall information for WS operators` financial result provides 
tendencies that in cases where the WS sector accounted on national level profit for 2019, it has been 
decreased in range between 3%-27% in 2020, while the WS sector accounted losses it has been further 
increased between 3,8% - 15%. Our survey shows that in 60% of the cases there has been generation of 
new short-term debt in order to cover increased operational costs and/or decrease of revenues from WS 
services. In much small scale operators generated new long-term operational debt (only 20% of the cases), 
and no information has been provided for accumulation of new long-term investment loans. 
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In almost two-thirds of the answers (69%) the entities surveyed reported that Covid-19 affected 
realization of the planned investments in 2020. 
 
Main reasons for investment delays were due to quarantine and inability for the project team to realize 
on-site activities (58% of the cases) and reduction of revenues (46%). institutional response needed for 
issue required approvals and permissions for the investment projects during the crisis was also an obstacle 
(25% of the cases). Information provided for the levels of actual investments vary between 27% up to 70% 
of the planned investments.  
 
Information from public water utility in Serbia during 2021 Danube Water Conference supported 
conclusion that main reason for investment delay were the restrictions for project team to realize on-site 
activities, as only 40% of people were allowed to work. 
 
GIZ survey confirms this trend as the majority of respondents (66,4%) in the survey have either delayed 
all planned capital infrastructure investment projects or reduced all planned major repairs and 
maintenance activities. Only 33,6% of the surveyed PUCs have stated that the crisis did not have any 
considerable impacts on their plans for capital construction and activities. The main reasons for the 
deferral of planned capital expenditures are related to the need of managing cash flows and ensuring 
liquidity in times of crisis and reduced revenues. 
 
Information provided through 2021 Danube Water Conference from South Africa Isle Utilities is that in 
2021 around 70% of all investment projects have been delayed, with around 30% of them being delayed 
between 3-6 months, and for 20% of them it is still unclear how long the delay is going to be. Even though 
water utilities have overcome the issues with regular asset maintenance in the 2nd year of crisis through 
introduction of digital solutions and updated methodologies, delay in investments is reflecting negatively 
the levels of Non-revenue water. 
 
More details gathered through the survey related to Covid-19 effect on revenues from different types of 
customers, WS operators financial results, generation of new debt and investment realization during crisis 
are provided in Annex 4. 
 

4. Types of support for the WS sector during covid-19 crisis 
 
GIZ survey showed that most expected of PUCs for better management of ongoing and future crisis were 
related to financial support and incentives, better cooperation and involvement of all stakeholders, crisis 
management plans and support from local governments and sector associations, better communication 
with community and increase of knowledge and skills of WS operators` staff. The majority of PUCs and 
LGs requested assistance from their APUCs and LGAs on the national level. The majority of respondents 
rated the overall support and assistance provided by national authorities to LGs and their PUCs to 
maintain the provision of water and sanitation services during COVID-19 crisis as satisfactory, but not 
sufficient, considering the sheer impact, uncertainty and novelty of the crisis. 
 
Our survey explored several options for support to WS operators in times of crisis: extending deadlines or 
changes in scope of standards/requirements; extending deadlines or changes in scope of tax / debt 
payment and targeted support measures. 
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Data provided shows that support measures during Covid-19 crisis were directed mostly to extend 
deadlines for provision of information and payments, rather to reduce financial burden to companies 
during crisis. 
 
In terms of support from national and/or local level by extending deadlines or changes in scope of 
standards/requirements, our survey shows that most common measures applied to ease the work of WS 
operators were extension of deadlines to submit financial reports (41%) and regulatory reports (40%). 
Nevertheless, such measures were applied in less than half of the cases. Extensions of deadlines have 
been provided on smaller scale for the requirement to submit any reports to state (in 33%) and municipal 
(29%) authorities. With rare exceptions, the requirements and standards for the regular work of the WS 
operators were not modified or reduced during the Covid-19 crisis, and the companies had to operate 
assets and provide services on regular basis. 
 
In terms of support from national and/or local level by extending deadlines or changes in scope of tax / 
debt payment we can say that the most common measures applied in terms of extension of deadlines for 
payment have been introduced for state taxes and debt payments to commercial banks and public 
owners, followed by measures for local taxes (in 41% - 29% of the cases). At the same time measures to 
reduce tax/payment size have been applied for debt principle payments to commercial banks and public 
owners, as well as for local and regulatory taxes in only 13%-12% of the cases. 
 
In 24% of the cases the entities responded that some form of financial support for salaries and social 
payments for sick or quarantined personnel have been provided, and in 18% of the cases such support 
has been provided for home office personnel. In some of the cases such support has been provided as 
operating expenses to the WS operators by local governments, in other cases target programs have been 
applied for risk group of employees. In fewer cases WS operators have received financial support due to 
reduced revenues from WS services (13%) and any target financial support (6%). Examples include state 
program for economic recovery or target subsidies for medium and small companies from relevant state 
agency. 
 
GIZ survey provided that more than half of the PUCs (51,5%) participating in the survey shared that they 
have requested specific support from their central government, APUCs, regulatory authorities (where 
applicable), IFIs/donor, other stakeholders. PUCs requested support from their LGs and central 
government mainly in the form of financial assistance, including tax exemptions, regular reimbursement 
and/or reduction of VAT, payment of salaries and social security contributions for the staff, etc. Apart 
from the Republic of North Macedonia, where the central government provided one-time financial 
assistance of 2.3 Million Euro to PUCs with the support and lobbying efforts of ADKOM, very few PUCs 
have received financial assistance from the state to compensate for the increased expenditures and 
reduced revenues. For example, in Albania, PUCs received a one-time subsidy from the National Agency 
for Water Supply, Sewerage and Waste Infrastructure, amounting to 5 million ALL. In other countries, such 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, PUCs received financial support to cover their staff expenses 
(i.e. salaries and social insurance contributions) as part of employment promotion support and relief 
measures administered on the national level and covering many economic entities. LGs have provided 
support to less than one-fourth of surveyed PUCs. 
 
GIZ also provided information that almost half (42,1%) of the surveyed APUCs and LGAs were contacted 
by representatives of IFIs and Donors who requested their specialized support, expertise, and services for 
consulting and implementing various support measures and funding programs – including European Union 
(EU), European Investment Bank (EIB), German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), Swiss State 
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Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) and  Danube Water Program (DWP). GIZ survey provided excellent 
cases of good practices of WS sector associations in North Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Albania and Serbia, as well as compendium of documents outlining the impact of the COVID 
– 19 crisis on PUCs and LGs in the target economies. 
 
More details gathered through the survey related to different types of support measures as well as good 
practices are provided in Annex 5. 
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III. MAIN FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Key findings and conclusions 
 
During 2020 Covid-19 crisis caused various and diverse negative impacts on all levels of economic and 
social activities, including provision of WS services, through introduction of strict lockdown measures and 
trough change of rules of work and social communication. Both personal and public hygiene (public and 
private places) was prioritized as crucial measure to cope with the virus, and therefore provision of safe 
drinking water and reliable sanitation was needed even more than before. This strategic service had to 
continue even when economic and social life was slowed and even stopped in 2020. This crisis has 
questioned and tested every aspect of the regular work of WS operators, and affected their regular 
business as never before.  
 
What is worse, WS sector was not in good shape even before Covid-19 crisis hit worldwide in 2020, as it 
has never been prioritized by the public, it is regularly underfunded, works in ineffective ways and is 
drenched with political influences.  Even though provision of WS services is essential for good hygiene and 
is of great importance for measures to cope with Covid-19, WS operators were not treated as special 
organization for vaccination against Covid-19. We can hope however that the crisis may have changed the 
existing perspective of the public towards WS sector and may have increased the public appreciation for 
the importance of regular public supply of drinking water. 
 
WS operators were not provided with any special and formal instructions how to implement their regular 
duties during Covid-19, outside the requirements for additional disinfection, social distance, protective 
equipment and others that affected customer service and meter reading. In some cases additional 
measures outside regular provision of WS services have been imposed by the local governments, mostly 
related to disinfection of public areas and building.  
 
Digitalization of WS services provision was boosted during the pandemic, although many of the service 
providers did not operate online platforms and internet portals to provide services to their citizens. 
Nevertheless access to remote ways of communication between the provider and the customer was 
increased by introducing all possible solutions even for the smaller companies. Unfortunately most of the 
WS providers in Danube region lack remote water metering solutions and Covid-19 crisis led to increased 
challenges and difficulties in metering and reporting water consumption.  
   
Supply-chain management in the Danube region countries was not significantly affected by the crisis, 
although some of the surveyed entities reported that it has some negative impact on supply with materials, 
external services and recruitment of new personnel, particularly at the beginning of the crisis when most 
extreme lockdown measures were applied.  
 
2020 Covid-19 crisis affected physical and mental health, regular staff organization, on-site duties and 
customer contact in the WS sector. Re-arrangement of all regular activities was needed as well as 
introduction of remote communication channels, but the crisis did not require major changes in terms 
of activities, standards and supply-chain management in the sector. 
 
Covid-19 has affected consumption of WS services, as on average household consumption has been 
slightly increased between 1-4%, while non-domestic consumption was significantly decreased between 
11-14% compared to 2019.  We should keep in mind that consumption of WS services has been affected 
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in various and different ways not only among the countries in the Danube region, but also among the 
regions in the same country, depending on the anti-Covid measures that were imposed, profile of 
economic activities and tourism in the region, concentration of the population in urbanized areas, level of 
data reliability provided by WS operators and many others. Changes in consumption went on in parallel 
with changes in the payments from customers. Our survey could not identify clear trend of either increase 
or decrease of the payments of WS services. More than half of the responses showed that Covid-19 did 
not affect payments of WS services from customers, but the information among countries provided 
different trends. 
 
Many of the countries surveyed had introduced measures to cope with the Covid-19 crisis, most commonly 
related to prohibition for WS service stop due to non-payment, while no social tariffs for vulnerable 
customers have been introduced. Overall conclusion is that support measures were mostly aimed to 
reduce economic barriers to WS services, rather to support financially the operators by assuring regular 
customer payments. 
 
Even though our survey could not provide clear trend of the total costs of operation of WS operators in 
2020, the overall conclusion is that they have not been significantly changed compared to 2019. 
Nevertheless, considering the other aspects of the crisis that affected consumption and revenues from 
services, reduced personnel, staff shortages because the recommendations of the crisis management 
required the separation of shifts, sparing of vulnerable groups from exposure to contacts, infection, work 
from home, etc., as well as troubles in supply-chain management especially at the beginning of the crisis 
and the need to provide additional protective materials and equipment we are sure that the economic and 
financial conditions of the service providers are not good.  
 
In most of the countries in our survey we see increase of revenues from domestic customers, varying 
between 3 – 7%. The overall information for revenues from non-domestic customers does not provide 
clear trend, as in some of the cases it has dropped between -2% up to -18%, while in other case it has 
increased with 5%.  Even though different support programs have been introduced, overall information 
for WS operators` financial result in our survey provides clear tendencies that in cases of profit it has been 
reduced, while in the cases of loss it has been further increased.  
 
In 60% of the cases of our survey there has been generation of new short-term debt in order to cover 
increased operational costs and/or decrease of revenues from WS services. In almost two-thirds of the 
answers the entities surveyed reported that Covid-19 affected realization of the planned investments in 
2020. CAPEX delay is usual response in times of financial problems. We should keep in mind however that 
different governance, management and tariff regulation models are applied across countries, as well as 
different WSOs responsibilities for investments in the countries surveyed are available. 
 
Support measures have been introduced, but mostly aimed at extension of deadlines to submit financial 
or regulatory reports, but the requirements and standards for the regular work of the WS operators were 
not modified or reduced during the Covid-19 crisis. Extension of deadlines for payment have been 
introduced for state taxes and debt payments to commercial banks and public owners, followed by 
measures for local taxes, but the examples for reduction of tax/payment size are rare. Very few examples 
have been provided for targeted support programs for WS operators. Data provided shows that support 
measures during Covid-19 crisis were directed mostly to extend deadlines for tax payments, rather to 
reduce financial burden to companies during crisis. 
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GIZ survey discovered that the majority of WS operators and local governments in the Western Balkans 
countries surveyed in Danube region lacked up-to-date crisis management strategies and operating 
procedures to cope with crisis situations, especially such as the one resulting from a global pandemic 
threat. 
More details of our key findings and conclusions are provided in Annex 6. 
 

2. What`s happening in 2021 
 
In previous pages we tried to describe the effect of the Covid-19 crisis on the overall economic and social 
life with particular focus on the provision of WS services in selected countries in the Danube region during 
2020. Unfortunately Covid-19 crisis did not finish in 2020, and as the end of 2021 approaches countries 
worldwide are preparing for the next (already 4th) wave of the crisis. Therefore whatever negative effect 
occurred during 2020, it has probably been profound and intensified over 2021. We are still not fully aware 
of the actual effect of Covid-19 during 2020 as not enough in-depth surveys and analysis have been done 
to investigate it, and the cumulative effect of continuing Covid-19 crisis in 2021 should be added to 2020 
data.  
 
On top of that we see a new serious issue that has swooped Europe in the summer of 2021 – a dramatic 
increases of the electricity prices on the energy markets together with increasing prices and shortages 
of the natural gas, causing dramatic expectations for the summer of 2021/2022. WS providers are basic 
consumers of electricity as it is fundamental for water and wastewater treatment and disinfection, as well 
as transportation and delivery in those regions where water supply and/or wastewater discharge needs to 
overcome the terrain.  
 

 
Day ahead average energy  pr ices for 08.11.2021 (EUR/MWh) 
 
We see from the table above that the day ahead energy prices in EU (EnergyLive) for 08.11.2021 have 
been increased with average of 120% compared to 08.11.2020, with average price reaching now 194.78 
EUR/MWh compared to 88.28 EUR/MWh year ago.  The effect of this new obstacle is different for the 
countries in the Danube region – in the EU-member countries WS providers as well as all other commercial 
entities supply the electricity needed from the open market, and therefore the companies are burdened 

196,4
209,59

201,62 207,18

177,41 177,41
167,67

210,23
218,85

202,86 206,36
217,42

204,39

119,04

167,67

206,78
215,18

202,86
191,92

84,69 82,24
89,85 89,56

81,34 77,97
92,4

83,92
96,15 93,03 92,69

102,1

83,02
75,02

92,48 91,73 92,65 93,38
83,12

0

50

100

150

200

250
Day-Ahead Average Prices for 08.11.2021, EUR/MWh

Current value

Year-to-date



 

28 
 

with the negative impact of the dramatic prices increased. This effect may not so visible for the non-EU 
member countries in the region, as the WS suppliers are supported in different directions, but inevitably 
they will feel also some negative impact during 2022. 
At the same time the prices of many other materials important for WS services provision have been raised 
in 2021 compared to previous year. Gloomy headlines like “EU steel sections prices reach a 24-year high” 
(Eurometal), “European PE buyers balk as prices remain at record levels” (S&P Global), “Asian, European 
motorists face record petrol prices as winter sets in” (Reuters), “National Chlorine Shortage Is Raising 
Costs, Forcing Season Closures For Money-Losing Public Pools” (Forbes) demonstrate that the cost 
increase for WS operators is significantly above the expected general inflation. 
 

 
Average prices  of  fuel  in Europe over the past three years  

 
Information above (Autotraveler) shows that average fuel prices in Europe have dropped in May 2020 due 
to Covid-19 crisis and reduced demand. However economic rebound in 2021 has returned price levels in 
April 2021 to the pre-crisis levels, and are constantly increasing afterwards, and current levels at the end 
of October are higher between 11%-15% from those in March 2020. 
 

  
Market prices  of  various types of  commodity plastics  PE-LD, PE-HD, PP and PS in Central  and Eastern Europe  
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According to PlasticPortal.EU prices of various types of commodity plastics PE-LD, PE-HD, PP and PS in 
Central and Eastern Europe has significantly increased in 2021 compared to 2020 levels. For example price 
of HDPE pipe 100 is 1885 EUR/t in week 40 of 2021, while it was 1035 EUR/t in the same week in 2020, or 
increase with 82%. 
 
2021/2022 winter is expected to be very difficult for European countries considering current shortages 
and price increases of natural gas and the related increase of energy prices, together with increase of 
prices of fuels, materials for disinfection and for construction of WS assets compared with the new Covid-
19 wave at the end of October and related restriction measures. All of these are going to burden both WS 
providers and consumers. 
 
Therefore the aim of achieving resilience in the WS sector of the less economically developed countries in 
the Danube region becomes more and more complicated task. Achievement of the Global Sustainable 
Goals (SDGs) 6.11, 6.22, 6.33 as well as the other targets of SDG 6 seems less and less possible from our 
current perspective.  
 

3. Recommendations 
 
WS sector is still among the grey areas of the EU legislation. Apart from the technical legislation (directives 
governing the quality of drinking and wastewater for example), overall governance and tariff regulation of 
WS services is covered by Water Framework directive 2000/60/EC, which unfortunately sets only basic 
requirements for economic regulation of the WS services by introducing principles of recovery of the costs 
of water services, including environmental and resource costs and polluter pays. There are no detailed 
and/or operational rules for tariff setting methodologies - including tariff methods, tariff structure, 
common definitions of allowed and/or economically justified costs of WS operators and approaches for 
their identification, reporting and justification; as well as common requirements for tariff application by 
the operators, support and coordination and final approval. The process of stakeholders` involvement of 
the tariff process and tariff approval is different among the EU-member countries. There are no unified 
requirements for measurement, monitoring and controlling the quality of the services outside the quality 
of the water and wastewater. WS services require comprehensive approach due to their complexity, and 
as a result of the above-said, the process of tariff setting is not related to the overall service quality. 
Planning of future development of the WS infrastructure and the operational and capital costs for its 
maintenance and improvement is also not arranged on EU-level, as preparation and approval of business 
plans is not required. 
 
WS sector in the economically less-developed countries in the Danube region suffers from many 
inefficiencies and problems – lack of full service coverage (especially in the rural areas of many countries), 
high-levels of non-revenue water and energy consumption, lower levels of effective water measurement 
(in both the system entry and exit), lack of digital solutions for asset management and consumption 
measurement (GIS, SCADA systems, remote metering solutions) internal asset registers and information 
systems, in-depth cost registration and accounting, low levels of debt collection, ineffective customer 
service and low investment levels achieved by the service providers. Covid-19 crisis has increased and 
amplified these negatives as it has questioned the regular practices of the service providers, but the actual 

 
1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all 
2 By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs 
of women and girls and those in vulnerable situations 
3 By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and materials, halving 
the proportion of untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse globally 
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reason for the issues in the sector are located in the decades of lack of reforms in the sector and 
continuation of old practices that are not compliant with the current public needs and expectations.  
 
Regardless of the WS sector governance and organization on national or local level, common standards 
and requirements can and need to be introduced at EU-level in similar and consistent ways by the 
member countries. Such principles may cover the tariff setting process, business and investment planning, 
performance monitoring and benchmarking. This will lead to more unified organization of the WS sector 
in different countries and will put WS service providers as well as all other stakeholders in more similar 
conditions and will allow for more accurate cross-border analysis and benchmarking of WS sectors. 
 
While centralization of WS sectors in some European countries have been applied or is currently on-going, 
WS sector is still fragmented in many others. Small-scale entities cannot introduce good international 
practices and sophisticated management models, but are more or less able to provide basic maintenance 
or keep the “status quo”, and rely heavily on external support. Therefore focus should be paid to 
fragmented WS sectors in Danube Region through preparation of robust analysis of regional and 
demographic policies and territorial division and suggest optimization of WS service provision. 
 
WS sectors need to introduce general life-cycle asset management principles and methods, as well as 
specific good international practices for WS asset management, preventive measures for reduction of 
reals and commercial losses. These measures can be introduced either as legally bounding standards by 
national authorities, or as guidance by the sector associations, but all WS operators need to be pushed to 
provide the same framework and organization in planning and day-to-day maintenance and operations. 
Covid-19 crisis reminded the WS operators of the importance of introduction of digital solutions for 
network management, but it has been clear for long time that such need to be introduced - smart metering 
solutions for water at system entry, remote asset management through SCADA systems, GIS systems, 
effective field activities management and remote metering of customers` consumption. 
 
Still many WS operators do not provide proper and detailed financial accounting of types of costs, and 
there is huge gap between the economic and technical departments in the entities. As a result of this, 
financial data cannot provide information needed for accurate decision making for life-cycle asset 
management and to provide effective basis for maintenance and replacement strategies. Covid-19 crisis 
showed that providing sound financial information for economic cost categories and analysis of how any 
external factors (such as Covid-19) have influenced costs is difficult task in the WS sectors of the countries 
surveyed in the Danube region. It is obvious that WS sectors need to introduce detailed requirements 
for accounting and reporting costs and assets in compliance with basic economic cost categories and 
types of services. 
 
Even now it is quite often that WS operators consider population and companies served as subscribers but 
not as customers. Such attitude is fed by the feeling that WS services are monopolistic ones and there is 
no competition, and therefore there is no need of marketing and communication strategies and tools. As 
a result overall customer service in the WS sector is far from adequate and needs different point of view. 
As Covid-19 crisis impacted normal social activities and introduced lockdown and measures for social 
distance, companies have been forced to introduce digital solutions very quickly, but are still lagging 
behind the standard manufactures, service suppliers and traders who have introduced efficient digital 
decisions in order to compete with the other players and effectively reach current and potential 
customers. 
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It is questionable if and how small-scale companies in fragmented WS sectors will be able to introduce 
asset and financial management principles and models. So introduction of any standards should be 
implemented gradually, by covering as first step large and medium companies in the country, and 
insensibly continue to the small and micro companies (if no success is achieved in terms of consolidation). 
 
Performance monitoring can be introduced both at local/regional and at national level in any WS sector 
regardless of its structure, organization and governance scheme. As usually WS assets are public 
ownership (either by local government / group of local governments / state) and they are provided for 
operation to public company usually owned by the asset owner (with or without delegation contract), the 
asset owner can introduce targets for achievement of certain KPIs. It is important however that national 
standards for such KPIs are introduced, so benchmarking between the different companies can be done. 
Apart from legal benchmarking (by asset owner or sector authority), voluntarily sector benchmarking can 
and should be introduced, so the companies can compare their results internally and share good practices 
and ideas.  
 
Business planning is considered crucial for any kind of economic activity, especially in WS sector, as the 
business plan summarizes all operational and financial objectives of the entity and provides all the detailed 
plans and programs with corresponding budgets demonstrating how these objectives can be implemented 
– or the business plan provides the road map of the current position to the desired final destination. Even 
though some sort of business planning is ensured in most of the countries in the Danube region, there is 
not enough information of the standards and requirements for these business plans, and therefore it is 
not clear how complex and profound are these documents, as in many cases WS operators comply with 
such requirements on formal basis. 
 
Many of the surveys of the Covid-19 effect on WS operators showed that most of the companies were not 
prepared to provide home office for their employees. There are various reasons for this – from lack of IT 
infrastructure allowing remote access to servers and/or local computers, to not effective organizational 
structure, job requirements and employee`s performance assessment protocols.  Therefore in such cases 
even if IT solutions are ensured, it is difficult to assign tasks and monitor their implementation by the 
employees working from home.  Thus Covid-19 crisis have reminded competent authorities that the 
current work organization of the WS operators needs to be reconsidered not only in the areas of asset 
and financial management and customer service, but also in the aspect of organizational structures, 
internal processes, job requirements and staff expertize, employee`s performance monitoring and 
assessment and all related HR strategies. Therefore in-depth analysis and surveys are needed in those 
directions. 
 
Programs for support and capacity building are essential if we are willing to change the status quo. We 
already mentioned that good practices and guidance for proper WS asset management and efficiency 
optimization are available for more than 20 years worldwide, but many of the WS operators in the 
countries surveyed in the Danube region are either not aware, or have not introduced them into their daily 
organization and practices. In order to improve sector resilience and sustainability, solid asset 
management, financial management and customer service solutions and practices need to be integrated 
at all levels of entities` organizational structure, decision making and business planning.  
 
National authorities have allocated public funds to support business and population, especially from 
vulnerable groups, but somehow missed the public WS providers, even though operators and sector 
associations requested specific support from their central government, regulatory authorities (where 
applicable), IFIs/donor and other stakeholders in terms of financial assistance including tax exemptions, 
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regular reimbursement and/or reduction of VAT, payment of salaries and social security contributions for 
the staff. GIS survey clearly demonstrated that apart from some good examples, very few operators have 
received financial assistance from the state to compensate for the increased expenditures and reduced 
revenues. Our survey proved that fact showing that in only 24% of the cases the entities responded that 
some form of financial support for salaries and social payments for sick or quarantined personnel have 
been provided, and in 18% of the cases such support has been provided for home office personnel. In 
some of the cases such support has been provided as operating expenses to the WS operators by local 
governments, in other cases target programs have been applied for risk group of employees. In fewer 
cases WS operators have received financial support due to reduced revenues from WS services (13%) and 
any target financial support (6%).  
 
Therefore significant efforts and communication by the stakeholders are needed to change attitude and 
perception by national authorities, politics and public towards WS sector.  
 
At the same it is obvious that WS sector does not apply good practices and modern solutions, lacks long-
term planning and is vulnerable to crisis. Therefore current operators` organization and performance 
needs to be revised, updated and modernized. 
 
More details of our recommendations are provided in Annex 7. 
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ANNEX 1: RELEVANT INFORMATION FOR DANUBE REGION 
 

4. General information for GDP and WS services 
 
Information for the GDP growth for 2020 of the countries in the Danube region included in our survey is 
presented as follows (World Bank data, 2021): 

Country GDP growth in 
  

GDP per capita in 
   Albania -3,3 5 215,3 

Bosnia and Herzegovina -4,3 6 031,6 
Bulgaria -4,2 9 975,8 
Croatia -8,4 13 828,5 
Kosovo -6,9 4 287,2 
Moldova -7,0 4 551,1 
Montenegro -15,2 7 686,1 
North Macedonia -4,5 5 888,0 
Romania -3,9 12 896,1 
Serbia -1,0 7 666,2 
Ukraine -4,0 3 726,9 
European Union -6,2 33 927,7 
Europe & Central Asia (excluding high income) * -1,5 7 656,6 
World -3,6 10 925,7 

Annex 1 :  2020 GDP growth in countr ies of  Danube region 
 
*All of the listed countries excluding Croatia are included in the group of Europe & Central Asia (Excluding 
high income) 
 
Data above shows that only 3 of the surveyed countries are EU members – Bulgaria, Croatia and Romania. 
Bulgaria and Romania demonstrate less GDP growth reduction in 2020 compared to average EU level, 
while Croatia is above these levels. At the same time all those 3 countries have much lower levels of GDP 
per capita compared to average EU level.  Apparently no one of the surveyed countries has managed to 
avoid Covid-19 effect on its economy, as all have negative GDP growth (higher for Montenegro, and lowest 
for Serbia).  
WB data (considering only 2020 data) shows that only around 30 countries worldwide have positive GDP 
growth in 2020 (including Turkey). Almost the same number of countries has negative GDP growth above 
-10% (including Spain and Montenegro).  
 
Relevant data for WS services can be found in Danubis Water Platform (http://www.danubis.org/), which 
allows many different ways to collect information and benchmark utilities, sectors and counties for all the 
countries located in the area of Danube River Basin:  Albania, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
Czech Republic, Croatia, Hungary, Kosovo, Moldova, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, 
Slovakia, Slovenia and Ukraine 
 
Information for some main WS indicators for the surveyed countries is provided in the next table, 
considered for the last year with information for most utilities in the data base: 
 

Country Year No of utilities 
in data base 

http://www.danubis.org/
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Albania 2015 57 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 2020 23 
Bulgaria 2016 30 
Croatia 2004 21 
Kosovo 2016 7 
Moldova 2018 40 
Montenegro 2013 11 
North Macedonia 2015 55 
Romania 2010 20 
Serbia 2018 121 
Ukraine 2015 14 

Annex 1 :  Number  of ut i l it ies  with data available in  Danubis  
 
Due to the fact the information is provided for different years, and potentially not all utilities operating in 
the country are included in the data base, the information provides only general overview of the situation 
of the WS sector in the different countries.  
 
The overall coverage with WS services is presented in the next table: 

 
Annex 1 :  WS services  coverage in  Danube Water  Regions  
 
The aggregated information from Danubis toolbox show that only Bulgaria, Croatia and Kosovo have 
coverage with water service above 90%, while the other countries are above 80%.  
Sewerage coverage is above 70% in Bulgaria, North Macedonia and Ukraine, lowest level is shown for 
Montenegro (bellow 50%). 
 
Non-Revenue Water levels are presented in the next table: 
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Annex 1 :   Non-revenue water in Danube Water Regions  
 
Non-Revenue Water exceed 60% in Albania, Bulgaria and Montenegro, and the lowest level is shown for 
Croatia (bellow 20%, although this data is from 2004).  
At the same time the highest Non-Revenue Water levels represented in m3 per km per day goes above 40 
m3/km/d in Albania, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Romania, meaning that some of the 
countries with lower NRW levels in % have very high levels of water loss presented in volumes compared 
to the length of the water network. 
 

5. Institutional arrangement in the WS sector in the countries in Danube region 
 
Note: Information provided bellow is conditioned by Government reorganizations, and can therefore 
change over time. 
 

Albania The Ministry of Infrastructure and Energy is the line ministry responsible for the development 
and implementation of strategies and policies for the water sector. The National Agency for 
Water Supply, Sanitation and Waste Infrastructure (AKUM) is the only specialized technical 
institution of the water supply and sewerage sector that has authority to coordinate and 
monitor the activities of water operators across the whole country. AKUM also coordinates 
the allocation of subsidies and investments through the Ministry of Finance. 
The National Water Council is the main interinstitutional body responsible for drafting policies 
and plans for integrated water resource management. 
The National Agency of Water Resources Management (AMBU) is a newly established agency, 
under the authority of the Prime Minister. AMBU is responsible for managing water resources. 
The Ministry of Tourism and Environment and the National Agency of Environment is 
responsible for issuing environmental permits, monitoring environmental legislation 
enforcement and compliance, and controlling water pollution. 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development and the Directorate of Land and Water 
Administration is responsible for administering the irrigation system. 
The Ministry of Finance is responsible for financing capital investments in the sector. 
The Water Regulatory Authority issues water intake and wastewater licenses to operators, and 
sets water and sewerage tariffs, prices, and charges for bulk and retail services.  
The Albanian Development Fund is responsible for the allocation of investment funds in rural 
areas and to not licensed companies. 
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The Institute of Public Health (through the State Sanitary Inspectorate) /Ministry of Health is 
responsible for water quality monitoring (surface and ground waters for drinking purposes, 
bathing waters) and for intervention in case of accidental water pollution. 
National utility association - SHUKALB for water and wastewater. 
 

Bosnia 
and 
Herzeg
ovina 

The Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Relations is the competent state-level ministry for 
BiH in charge of policy making, and coordinating and harmonizing the activities of both FBiH 
and RS in the areas of agriculture, energy, environmental protection, development, and 
exploitation of natural resources and tourism.  
The Environmental Protection Fund (on entity level, one in RS and one in FBiH) has a crucial 
role in financing activities regarding environmental protection, including water preservation 
and protection from flooding. 
The Ministry of Agriculture, Water Management and Forestry in FBiH and the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management in RS are the line ministries on entity level 
responsible for water policies in their respective entities. These Ministries have legislative 
competence in the water sector and supervise the implementation of laws concerning the 
water sector. 
The Ministry of Spatial Development, Civil Engineering and Ecology in RS is responsible for 
supervising and monitoring activities related to public communal services, including (partially) 
drinking water and wastewater collection and treatment. It is also in charge of overseeing the 
implementation of laws on communal affairs. 
The Ministry of Environment and Tourism in FBiH is responsible for supervising and monitoring 
activities related to local public services, including (partially) drinking water and wastewater 
collection and treatment. 
The Water Agencies grant and control water extraction and discharge rights, collect the 
corresponding fees, and invest them in sector-related projects. They are also in charge of flood 
protection policy.   
The Institutes of Public Health in RS and FBiH are responsible for monitoring drinking water 
quality. 
The FBiH Ministry of Justice has competence in supervising the performance of LGUs and, since 
LGUs are responsible for ensuring water service provision, it brings this Ministry as responsible 
for water services as well. 
The RS Ministry of Local Governance has competence in supervising the performance of LGUs 
and, analogously to FBiH, makes this Ministry a relevant stakeholder for the water service 
sector. 
National utility association - UPKP for FBiH / utility services & VRS for RS 
 

Bulgari
a 

The Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works is the WS sector line ministry 
responsible for coordinating management of the water and sanitation sector at the national 
level. It develops and implements the state water policy, acts in the capacity of a principal 
owner of the regional companies owned by the state. 
The Ministry of Environment and Waters is responsible for environmental protection and 
water resource management. 
The Ministry of Health is responsible for monitoring drinking water quality. 
The Energy and Water Regulatory Commission (EWRC) is an independent regulatory authority 
tasked with approving business plans and water and wastewater tariffs, monitoring 
performance indicators, and reviewing complaints filed by consumers.  
National utility association - BWA for water and wastewater. 
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Croatia The National Water Council, which is a group of 10 members representing sector professionals 

and policy makers and tasked with proposing water policies.   
The Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development is responsible for water policies 
including those related to water services   
Croatian Waters, the national water management agency, which grants and controls water 
extraction and discharge rights, collects corresponding fees, and reinvests the proceeds into 
sector investments. It is also in charge of flood protection policy.   
The Water Services Council is responsible for economic and service quality regulation.  
The National Institute of Public Health monitors the quality of drinking water. 
National utility association - GVIK for water and wastewater. 
 

Kosovo The Ministry of Environment Spatial Planning and Infrastructure is responsible for 
management and administration of Kosovar water resources, which include drafting laws and 
sublegal acts, development of policies and strategy, issuing and monitoring water rights, 
protection of water resources, and inspection. 
The Ministry of Economy, through its Policy and Monitoring Unit and the Board of Directors of 
water companies, is responsible for administration of Regional Water Companies and also 
irrigation companies 
The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development is responsible for planning 
irrigation, including supporting irrigation in farm level through matching grants, as well as for 
developing Irrigation strategies. 
The Water Services Regulatory Authority is responsible for the economic regulation of the 
water sector - licensing of water companies, tariff setting, setting minimum service standards, 
and monitoring of customer protection.   
The Inter-ministerial Council for Waters provides opinions on and recommendations for laws 
and other sublegal acts relating to water management and their implementation, drafting and 
approval of the National Water Strategy, and policy development in the field of water. 
The National Institute for Public Health is responsible for monitoring drinking water quality.  
National utility association - SHUKOS for water and wastewater 
 

Moldov
a 

The Ministry of Agriculture, Regional Development and Environment (MARDE) is the central 
public institution responsible for the development of the national policy, legal and regulatory 
framework and the implementation of policy documents, planning of investments in the 
sector. MARDE was formed in 2017 from the merging of the Ministry of Construction and 
Regional Development, the Ministry of Agriculture, and the Ministry of Environment. 
The Environmental Agency subordinate to MARDE is responsible for the issuance of water 
extraction permits, setting pollution standards, and the monitoring of surface and 
groundwater quality. 
Apele Moldovei, Moldova’s Water Agency, subordinate to MARDE, is responsible for 
implementing the country’s water policy. 
Four Regional Development Agencies (North, Centre, South and Gagauzia) are the key 
institutions in charge of coordination and planning of regional investment projects. 
National Institute for Public Health monitors drinking water quality compliance. 
The National Energy Regulatory Authority (ANRE) is responsible for licensing operators and 
tariff regulation of drinking water and wastewater services, along with the regulation of other 
public utilities such as electricity, gas, and petroleum. ANRE reviews tariffs of water and 
sanitation services, but final tariff approval is done by the local municipalities. 
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National utility association - AMAC for water and wastewater. 
 

Monte
negro 

The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management is the line ministry responsible 
and competent for proposing and implementing water policy, and for the adoption of planning 
documents and normative acts.   
The Ministry of Ecology, Urban Planning and Urbanism  is accountable for issues related to the 
sustainable use of natural resources and integrated management of the sea from pollution. It 
is in charge of municipal wastewater activities management and coordination of regional 
water supply systems for which it monitors implementation of the various projects defined in 
the strategic planning documents. 
The Institute for Public Health is responsible for drinking water quality control. 
The Ministry of Finance is responsible for reviewing and regulating annual financial statements 
from water and sewerage utilities. 
Energy Regulatory Agency (REA) – reviews and approves tariffs of water and sanitation 
services. 
National utility association - UVCG for water and wastewater. 
 

North 
Maced
onia 

The Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning (MEPP) is the line ministry responsible for 
overall management of all water resources and policies, including those related to water 
services, in coordination with the Ministry of Transport and Communication, the Ministry of 
Economy, and the Ministry of Health. 
The National Council for Waters is an advisory body in which participate members of the MEPP, 
Ministry of Health (MH), ME, Ministry of agriculture, forestry, and water economy (MAFWE), 
Ministry of Self Government (MLSG), Association of Municipalities (ZELS), Macedonian 
Academy of Sciences and Arts (MASA), a representative of the NGOs, and a representative of 
the River Basin Management. The National Council for Waters is in charge of issues related to 
water management, harmonization, and coordination of different needs and interests, and for 
proposing measures for conservation, protection, and the continuous improvement of water 
regimes.  
The Ministry of Transport and Communication (MTC) is responsible for service quality, policies 
on connection to water and sanitation networks, investments, and inspection.  
The Ministry of Economy (ME) is in charge of monitoring the water metering devices used for 
measuring water volume consumption and, in cooperation with the Ministry of Environment 
and Physical Planning, for the preparation of proposals for concessions for water use of 
mineral and thermo-mineral resources. 
The Institute of Public Health is in charge of monitoring the quality of drinking water. 
Energy and Water Services Regulatory Commission – EWSRC has responsibility for 
determination of tariffs for water services (row water; water supply; waste water collection). 
National utility association - ADKOM for municipal services. 
 

Romani
a 

The Ministry of EU Funds is in charge of financing sector investments through EU Structural 
and Cohesion Funds. 
The Ministry of Environment, Water and Forests (MoEWF) is the line ministry responsible for 
the development of water management policies and strategies and for the coordination with 
EU integration for water-related topics. It also prepares water-specific regulations. 
The National Administration “Romanian Waters,” which comprises 11 river basin authorities, 
functions under the authority of the MoEWF. The Agency is responsible for implementing 
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national policies and strategies related to the qualitative and quantitative management of 
water resources. 
The National Regulation Agency for Public Services (ANRSC) is responsible for the regulation 
of public services such as transport, lighting, waste, and water. It develops secondary binding 
regulations especially for tariff setting. It also issues licenses and permits and has control over 
water service quality. It operates under the umbrella of the Ministry of Regional Development 
and Public Administration. 
The Ministry of Health is responsible for monitoring drinking water quality. 
National water utility association – ARA. 
 

Serbia The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management, with the Republic Water 
Directorate, is in charge of water resources policy and integrated water management, and for 
issuing water abstraction licenses and discharge permits. 
The Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure has no specific directorate in charge 
of water utilities, but does have Sector For Housing And Architectural Policy, Communal 
Activities And Energy Efficiency Inspection Sector, Department of the Republic Communal 
Inspection 
The Ministry of Public Administration and Local Self-government, within the Sector for Local 
Self-Government System, supervises local self-governments, which manage water utility 
companies. 
The Ministry of Finance is responsible for final control of tariff revision, proposed by water 
utility companies and accepted by local self-governments, in accordance with the general price 
policy. 
The Ministry of Health and the local Institutes of Public Health monitor drinking water quality. 
Ministry of Environmental Protection has waste and wastewater sector. 
National utility association - WSAS for water and wastewater & UTVSI for water professionals. 
 

Ukraine The Ministry of Communities and Territories Development (Minregion) is responsible for the 
definition of the state policy on regional development, construction, housing, and communal 
services, including water and sanitation services. It sets technical standards, norms, and 
regulations. 
The Ministry of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources is responsible for the policy 
on environmental protection and use of natural resources. The State Environmental Inspection 
and the State Agency for Water Resources are in charge of implementing this policy through 
controls and inspection. 
The Ministry of Health is responsible for setting environmental norms for drinking water 
quality and for defining associated measurement methodologies. The State Sanitary and 
Epidemiological Service is in charge of implementing this policy. 
The State Executive Body in the Sphere of Standardization, under the Ministry of Economy 
Department of Technical Regulation, is responsible for approving the state standards for 
drinking water. It also approves the measurement methodologies of drinking water quality. 
The National Commission for State Energy and Public Utilities Regulation (NEURC) is 
responsible for the regulation of local services, including centralized water supply and 
wastewater services, and heat energy production and transportation.   
National utility association – UDWA. 
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ANNEX 2: WORK ORGANIZATION AND WS SERVICE PROVISION DURING COVID-
19 CRISIS 
 

1. General information  
 
Apparently all countries surveyed have been heavily affected by the Covid-19 crisis during 2020, and travel 
restriction has been imposed during that period. In most of the responses the participants in the survey 
shared that home office work has been mandatorily introduced during some periods of the crisis: 
 

 
Annex 2 :  General information for Cov id-19  during 2020 
 
In almost all of the cases surveyed, home office requirement has been introduced in the state authorities 
and local businesses, including the WS operators. Some of the responses suggest however that mandatory 
home office was introduced only for several months in 2020 when the first wave hit the countries in the 
period between Marchs – May 2020. Apparently remote working during the rest of 2020 was organized as 
initiative by the entities themselves.  
 
GIZ survey (analysis 1) provided comparison of the measures imposed locally. The restrictions were slowly 
lifted in May-August 2020 and gradually came back at the beginning of October 2020: 

 
Annex 2 :  Cov id-19  lockdown measures (GIZ  source)  
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 2) showed that vast majority of surveyed experts at APUCs and LGAs (94,7%) highlighted 
the imposed requirements for additional mandatory sanitation and disinfection of public facilities (i.e. 
buildings, schools, etc.) and public spaces (i.e. markets, playgrounds, etc.). More than half (57,9%) of 
respondents provided information for measures related to awareness-raising campaigns and information 
transparency. In this aspect, both LGs and PUCs actively disseminated various messages to citizens about 
the safety of drinking water, regular disinfection updates and other public health messages. Almost equally 
important measure, which was identified by less than half of the surveyed experts (47,4%), had to do with 

100%

100%

80%

0%

0%

20%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

WAS YOUR COUNTRY AFFECTED BY COVID-19 DURING 2020

WAS THERE ANY RESTRICTIONS FOR TRAVEL AT ANY TIME 

WAS HOME OFFICE WORK MADE MANDATORY AT ANY TIME

General information for Covid-19 during 2020

No Yes

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Albania
Bosnia and Herzegovina

Kosovo
Montenegro

North Macedonia
Serbia

COVID-19 LOCKDOWN MEASURES

Mild lockdown Moderate lockdown Strict lockdown



 

41 
 

the imposed strict regulations related to the occupational health and safety of staff and employees 
(mandatory work from home policies, travel restrictions, shift rotations, procurement of personal 
protection equipment (PPE), etc.). In order to support the implementation of these measures, many 
governments and donor institutions provided the relevant financial and support facilities. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 1) revealed that that 81,7% of LGs and 74,1% of the representatives of PUCs across 
target economies have shared that their institutions/organizations lacked a crisis management plan before 
the start of the COVID-19 crisis. In addition, less than one-fourth of the existing Crisis management plan 
across the surveyed LGs covered the relevant aspects related to the local government's response in case 
of epidemic/crisis outbreaks and the provision of WSS. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Availabil i ty  of cr is is  management p lans in  6 countr ies in Western Balkans (GIZ data)  
 
Most LGs (83,3%) established a local crisis management team/headquarters that has been taking the 
relevant decisions for managing the crisis, but nevertheless participants and main functions/activities of 
this unit/team were not based on a preliminary developed crisis management plan. A large part (63,8%) 
of interviewed LGs defined the functions and services that were essential and cannot be interrupted, and 
similar services that could be slowed down or temporarily disabled. 64,3% of LGs relied on the supervision 
and support provided by the Crisis Management headquarters established on the regional/national level. 
70,4% of PUCs adapted their existing risk management methodology to cope with the COVID-19 crisis and 
defined the functions and services that were essential and cannot be interrupted, and similar services that 
could be slowed down or temporarily disabled (69,9%). More than half of the surveyed PUCs noted that 
they coordinated their decisions with the Crisis management headquarters established on the 
local/regional/national level. More than half of the respondents from both LGs (60,7%) and PUCs (61,2%) 
stated that they did not follow a concrete crisis management plan throughout the COVID-19 emergency. 
Despite this negative finding, 68% of PUCs and 40,7% of LGs developed or have been in the process of 
developing a Crisis Management Plan during the unfolding crisis. Furthermore, 77% of PUCs that have 
developed such plans noted that it covered the relevant aspects of WSS provision in their communities. 
However, it is unclear what were the protocols that they followed or the source of support / CD that 
provided the knowledge necessary to develop these plans. 

2. WS staff conditions  
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Apparently the WS operators in all countries surveyed had personal that has been either sick or 
quarantined due to Covid-19. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Information for s ick  and quarantined personnel in  the WSOs 
 
WS operators` personnel has been seriously affected by the disease, as most of the respondents (between 
93%-94%) confirm that employees of the WS operators have been sick or quarantined during 2020.  
 
Additional data analysis shows that the share of WSO personnel that got sick from Covid-19 or was 
quarantined during the crisis varies between 0,3% up to 22%. The average quarantine period in the 
countries surveyed was 14 days, with some variations between 10 up to 15 days. 
 
Important conclusion of the survey is that in all cases WS operators have been not treated as special 
organization for vaccination against Covid-19, even though provision of water and sanitation services is 
of key issue to guarantee hygiene measures.  
Even though results of the survey show some positive results with utilities having 90% of their staff 
vaccinated in North Macedonia and between 22%-90% in Ukraine.  
 
GIZ survey (analysis 1) pointed that both the representatives of PUCs and LGs confirmed that their 
employees showed resilience and motivation to cope with the crisis and help their communities overcome 
the crisis. This fact relates to the observed positive tendencies in increasing the productivity of the staff 
working in PUCs and LGs. COVID-19 crisis had influenced their employees' productivity in various aspects. 
Employees delivering social and sanitary services have improved their productivity, as most of them have 
been involved in resolving various issues and unforeseen situations during the crisis period. Employees 
who worked remotely during the period increased their productivity. 
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Annex 2 :  Impact on Covid-19 on staff  (GIZ source)  
 
According to GIZ survey (analysis 1), a little less than 50% of the LGs and 76,4% of PUCs participating in the 
research shared that less than 10% of their employees were sent to work from home, in accordance with 
the recommendations of national health authorities. Less than 12% of the surveyed representatives of LGs 
and only 3,7% of PUCs respondents indicated that they had more than 30% of their employees sent to 
work from home. The majority of LGs (61,7%) and 42% of PUCs sent their staff members belonging to risky 
categories to work from home and offered them flexible working schedules. The percentage of PUCs is 
lower due to the nature of activities, and it was mostly relevant to their administrative departments. The 
majority of non-essential business trips were either limited or cancelled, and meetings were held online. 
Only a minor part of the respondents (5,6% of PUCs and 3,3% of LGs) had introduced regular testing of 
their staff. A typical adaptation measure introduced in many local administrations included the separation 
of employees into smaller independent groups with fewer contacts among different groups as possible. 
Larger LGs introduced temperature control on the entrance of administrative buildings. Other similar 
activities included the rotation of shifts in order to ensure the limited contact between people of different 
shifts. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Share of employees  working from home (GIZ  source)  
 
According to GIZ survey (analysis 1), the most common benefit that has been provided to the staff of the 
majority of LGs (66,7%) and PUCs (67,3%) was related to the availability and improved safety and 
protection equipment (i.e. sanitation services, PPEs, distancing, strict rules, etc.)  
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All these measures coincided with the adopted staff protection measures on a national level, according to 
labor protection regulations. In all target economies, governments imposed strict regulations forcing 
employers to ensure regular and intensive implementation of hygiene measures in working and auxiliary 
areas, including cleaning and disinfection of the area, regular ventilation, etc. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Adaptat ion measures  in  working condit ions (GIZ source)  
 
GIZ survey (analysis 1) revealed that the informal support (i.e. flexible working hours, flexible sick-leave 
policies, childcare benefits, etc.) provided to employees was also widely recognized as a form of a staff 
benefit by 61,7% of LGs and 55,6% of PUCs. Where possible, employees - parents of children under 10 
years of age, were allowed to be absent from work to one parent if both parents are employed. 
 
Formal support ensured by the state (i.e. unemployment compensations, fringe benefits, sick leave, 
unpaid leave, etc.) was recognized only by 23,3% of LGs and 8,0% of PUCs. In this regard employees were 
allowed to take annual leave and use it according to the law, collective agreement or labor rulebook in 
accordance with the relevant national legislation. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Main benefi ts  provided to staff dur ing Covid-19 cr is is  (GIZ source)  
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GIZ survey (Analysis 3) acknowledged the critical role of PUCs in the Western Balkans in building and 
maintaining local communities' prosperity and well-being. The most common types of public services 
provided by utilities in the region include water supply, sewage management and municipal waste 
collection. Depending on the scale of the community, there are PUCs that manage wastewater treatment 
facilities, public cemeteries, green areas, parks, open markets, etc. The scale of the utility companies is 
quite small, as 41% of the companies serve less than 5000 customers, and only 31% serve more than 15 
000 customers. 
 
According to that survey, the majority of PUCs (72,3%) stated that the most impacted sector had been the 
water supply, followed by sewage management (40,3%) and municipal waste collection (39,5%). The 
negative effects observed in these sectors are directly linked with the increased sanitation requirements, 
health protocols, and the need to ensure the health and safety of employees delivering these services. The 
community’s attention to these sectors (i.e. drinking water quality and wastewater discharge standards) 
has also increased, especially during the acute phase of the crisis, requesting transparency and 
accountability. Some of the surveyed PUCs suffered from a lack of contingency planning and knowledge 
on how to react/adapt to crisis situations. 
 

 
Annex 2 :  Types of services  provided by PUCs (GIZ source)  
 
As Covid-19 required reorganization of many utility and public services provided on national and local level 
through state authorities, local municipalities, agencies and service providers, it is important to 
understand how this process affected the activities associated with regular provision of WS services, and 
if additional activities have been introduced to the WS operators due to public interest.  
 
Next figure provides information if WS operators were required to realized additional or non-planned 
activities through provision of WS services: 
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Annex 2 :   Need of real izat ion of additional/not planned act iv i t ies  in WS services due to  Cov id-19 
 
The results of the survey demonstrate that the area of customer service required most additional activities 
(77% of the responses), as there was limited physical access to the customers during the emergency state, 
according to the general Covid measures; the operators tried to maintain contact with customers through 
phone and online platforms and to introduce water meters reading and on-line payments methods. In 
some of the cases operators introduced call centers free of charge to the customers, while others just 
limited the scale of customers to be served in the service centers. 
 
Due to the lack of smart meters and/or remote meter reading systems introduced in the countries 
surveyed, the WS operators did not have chance to introduce any additional activities in the area of meter 
readings. Customers were encouraged to read their water meters and inform operator through phone and 
online platforms, and access of meter readers in houses and individual apartments was limited during that 
period and performed on smaller scale. 
 
Survey responses did not provide any information for increased activities in water and wastewater 
disinfection during the Covid-19 crisis. Need of additional disinfection, preparation and transport of 
disinfectants, monitoring of water source fields has been reported for only one case, while some of the 
participants shared that water disinfection was performed under normal conditions and standards. Results 
of GIZ survey (Report 1) indicated that some PUCs shared that they were obliged to increase the amount 
of chlorine in drinking water, based on the relevant health authorities' recommendation. 
 
Apparently Covid-19 situation did not lead to the need of additional measures in the process of regular 
operational and investment maintenance of WS assets. Regular maintenance of the water supply and 
sewerage network was performed on a smaller scale, and protective materials (masks / glasses) and 
keeping distance had to be acquired not only in the customer centers but also in the technical facilities 
and on-site repair and investment projects. 
 
Our survey revealed that in some of the cases WSO operators were required to provide disinfection of 
public areas and buildings, residential buildings, etc. Such activities are not related to provision of WS 
services, and WSOs have provided them on request of the local municipalities due to public interest.  
 
The information for assignment of additional activities to WSOs is supported by GIS survey (Analysis 1) 
stating that 67% of PUCs shared that they had to perform certain activities/services during the COVID-19 
crisis, which have not been envisaged in the PUC's annual work plan. These included mostly disinfection 
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of public buildings and institutions, open public areas (i.e. markets, parks, etc.); functioning and 
maintenance of disinfection checkpoints in cities and other settlements; maintenance of disinfection 
vehicles and equipment; etc. 
It also indicated that PUCs had to rapidly organize in cooperation with local authorities, the procurement 
of a large amount of sodium hypochlorite and disinfection of public areas, facilities and equipment, and 
disinfection and personal protection equipment (PPE). 
 
Information was also provided in GIZ survey (Analysis 1) for the activities of the local governments. 
According to the majority of LGs (65%), the number and volume of certain communal 
activities/services included in the municipal administration's annual work plan have not changed 
dramatically during the crisis. 35% of LGs observed an increased in the provision of certain public services 
such as sanitation and disinfection of public buildings, facilities and streets; municipal waste collection; 
provision of drinking water, etc. Some of these services were not included in municipalities' annual 
implementation plans (i.e. preparation of disinfectants, disinfection of public and administrative buildings, 
streets, public spaces, markets and other open areas, etc.). The facts suggest that as a result of the 
increased sanitation and disinfection activities, it was necessary to increase the quantities of essential 
supplies for the provision WSS (i.e. chemicals, detergents, reagents, spare parts, etc.). 
 
Our survey tried to indicate how WS operators performed during Covid-19 crisis and if the companies 
supported with any special instructions during that time. The following information was provided by the 
surveyed entities: 
 

 
Annex 2 :   Instructions provided to WSOs 
 
The information shows that the areas of certain interest were customer service and customer meter 
readings. Almost half of the responses (46%) reported that some instructions have been provided in the 
customer service area, including additional disinfections, prohibit of service stop due to non-payment, 
special regime for customer service in customer centers (social distance and other related measures), 
increase of on-line / remote service and no contact policy and others. In one third of the responses (36%) 
operators were also instructed to reduce physical meter readings and to stimulate customers to provide 
self-reports through telephone / internet. 
 
In much less cases (8% of the responses) operators have received some instructions for asset maintenance 
and investments realization, and they were related mostly to ensure disinfection and social distance. In 
some cases activities have been reduced due to sick or quarantined personnel. 
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GIZ survey (Analysis 1) provided that In the process of coping with the crisis and implementing the 
measures related to the COVID-19 crisis, a large part of the LGs (76,7%) that participated in the research 
rated the overall cooperation with their PUCs and service providers as either very good or excellent. This 
has been further supported by the majority of PUCs (69,1%) which had also appreciated the support and 
cooperation provided by their LG in the process of the COVID-19 crisis. From the point of view of LGs 
participating in the research, this cooperation was most effective and efficient in the field of solid waste 
management (53,3%) and even higher in the sector of WSS (70,0%). 
 
More than one-third of the PUCs that have participated in the survey answered that they were cooperating 
actively with other PUCs and companies from neighboring or other regions to exchange information, 
borrowing assets (i.e. equipment and machinery), essential supplies (i.e. chlorine and other disinfectants), 
spare parts for machinery, etc. A similar percentage of the surveyed representatives of LGs (33,3%) 
answered that they were cooperating actively with neighboring/other LGs for ensuring a better response. 
This cooperation in the field of WSS provision included sharing of experience and information, exchange 
of staff and equipment, coordination and joint activities (e.g. disinfection), etc. 
 
Some excellent examples of good practices revealed by GIZ survey (Analysis 1): 
 

JKP "Kostajnica" d.o.o. 
Public utility company 
Municipality: Kreševo, Bosna and 
Herzegovina 
Population served: 4.000 people 
Topic: Support and cooperation with 
the local community 

Workers of PUC "Kostajnica" Kreševo, BiH in cooperation with the 
municipal staff of Kreševo carried out weekly disinfection of 
streets and public areas in the busiest places in the municipality.  
The disinfection covered all public institutions, health center, 
police station, kindergartens Radost and Kreševo. Dispensers with 
sodium hypochlorite for citizens with detailed instructions for use 
have been set up in public institutions in the Kreševo municipality. 
 

Vodovod i Kanalizacija D.O.O. 
Podgorica 
Public utility company 
Municipality: Capital City of 
Podgorica 
Population served: 190.000 people 
Topic: Digitalization of services 

As a direct result of the COVID-19 crisis and in order to ensure the 
health and safety of both its customers and employees, PUC 
"Vodovod i kanalizacija" Podgorica, Montenegro has introduced a 
large portfolio of e-services.  
As part of its digitalization policy, the company has developed and 
regularly updates a new website to serve as a one-stop-shop for 
updates on the primary services provided to citizens and to host 
the newly developed e-services section. These services include 
online payment of bills for both domestic and business 
consumers, sending e-invoices to customers via e-mail, e-banking, 
etc. In addition, there is an option to submit complaints about the 
services of the PUC via a special e-form on the website. Customers 
can also self-report their water consumption through a special e-
form on the website. Additionally, the PUC introduced a software 
solution to facilitate the remote reading of water meters via 
mobile devices. Namely, this solution is intended for employees 
on the field doing the physical reporting of water meters. The 
solution reduces the number of visits of field employees in the 
company's headquarters and contacts other staff members. 
 

JKP “Vodovod i Kanalizacija” 
Obrenovac 

PUC "Vodovod I Kanalizacija" Obrenovac, Serbia manages a Water 
Filtration Station that supplies the drinking water for the 
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Public utility company 
Municipality: Obrenovac 
Population served: 30.000 people 
Topic: Optimization of shifts and 
work schedule of employees 

municipality of Obrenovac and the area. During the COVID- 19 
lockdown, the PUC decided to introduce a new working schedule 
for its employees to reduce the danger of infection and ensure 
the uninterrupted provision of water supply.  
The rather bold measure included the introduction of 20 days 
uninterrupted shifts for the staff working on the station's 
premises. For that period, the staff was not allowed to leave the 
station, and no outsiders were also allowed on the premises. JKP 
"Vodovod I Kanalizacija" – Obrenovac ensured the provision of 
food and other supplies for the staff that was taking the shifts. 
 

Shoqëria Ujësjellës Gramsh 
Public utility company 
Municipality: Gramsh 
Population served: 14.000 people 
Topic: Improvement of service 
delivery 

As a direct result of the increased motivation and productivity of 
employees, complaints/request by citizens are serviced within 
the shortest possible time, bypassing the usual bureaucratic 
procedures and deadlines for implementation. In this aspect, 
during the COVID-19 crisis, most requests/complaints have been 
resolved within 24 hours.  
In comparison, before the crisis, the regular response time was 
between 6 and 10 days. In order to decrease the response time 
and provide a higher quality of services, a special task force has 
been set up consisting of technicians who were available 24/7 to 
resolve defects in the fastest possible time to ensure 
uninterrupted drinking water supply. The company's introduced 
safety measures helped reduce the transmission of infection 
among employees, maintain business continuity and create a safe 
and healthy working environment. 
 

KRU Gjakova 
Regional Water Company Gjakova 
Municipality: Gjakova 
Population served: 178.000 people 
Topic: Management and operational 
practices 

At the start of the COVID-19 crisis, RWC 
Gjakova, Kosovo organized a senior management meeting to 
develop an operational plan to ensure the delivery of critical 
services such as water supply, maintenance of water tanks, 
pumping stations, etc. Responsible persons have been assigned 
that had to be available 24/7 to ensure the uninterrupted delivery 
of the services and the quality of drinking water. 
Ensuring constant water supply has been one of the main 
priorities of the RWC. For that purpose, the main derivation 
channel, which is the community's main water source, has been 
cleaned and managed continuously. Additional care has been 
taken to guarantee water quality. 
 

4. Supply-chain management during Covid-19 crisis 
 
Regular supply with materials, spare parts and external services is essential for WS sector, as it needs to 
provide services 24 hours per day without interruptions in the service provision. During the crisis this has 
been even more important in order to ensure hygiene norms. Recruitment of new staff is also very 
important, especially in such extreme situations and additional resources were needed in some of the 
cases. 
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Annex 2 :   Covid-19 effect on supply-chain management 
 
As we see from the above figure, in most of the cases (56% of the answers) WS operators did not report 
that Covid-19 has affected regular supply of materials for WSS provision. It was reported in single case 
that operators had problems related to purchase of spare parts.   
In most of the cases surveyed entities reported that WS operators did not have problems with provision 
of external services (63% of the answers) and recruitment of new personnel (67%). It was reported in 
single case that operators had limited or no choice for candidates for open job positions, but it cannot be 
analyzed how much Covid-19 affected this, or it was result of the general situation of the labor market in 
the relevant country. 
 
This information however is not based on enough justifications. Some of the authorities reported that 
detailed researches on national level are to be implemented and therefore they can only present 
preliminary results. Other institutions reported that such information has not been aggregated on national 
level, and therefore the answers are to some extent subjective.  
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 1) also revealed that the majority of responding PUCs (68,5%) indicated that they did 
not observe any particular shortages during the period of the crisis, as little more than one-third (31,48%) 
are on the contrary opinion and have shared that such deficiencies have been observed, especially in the 
beginning of the crisis (March – April 2020). There is a clear relationship between the good communication 
and cooperation between PUCs and their LGs in the process of ensuring the availability of essential 
supplies and equipment to ensure the constant and uninterrupted provision of public services. 
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ANNEX 3: COVID-19 CRISIS EFFECT ON COSTS AND SERVICES PROVISION 
 

1. Covid-19 effect on WS costs 
 
Operating costs of WS operators are usually divided in the following economic categories: 
o Costs for materials – including materials for water treatment, network repairs, electricity, fuels and 

lubricants, working and office materials; 
o External services – all supplies from external contractors, including insurance, guard, consultancy, 

transportation, utility services, post and communications, others; 
o Personnel costs – including salaries and civil contract payments, social costs; 
o Taxes – including state, local and regulatory taxes, water abstraction and discharge taxes, others; 
o Financial costs – cost for service of external loans; 
o Other costs. 
 
Reported effect on the economic cost of WS operators is provided in the next figure: 
 

 
Annex 3 :   2020 effect on WSOs economic  cost categories  
 
The information provided has only informative value, as in most cases it was delivered either on the basis 
of overall cost comparison between 2020 and 2019 (where data for the WS sector has been analyzed on 
national level), or it is based on partial information provided by several authorities or operators. 
 
Nevertheless we see that the costs for materials in 2020 have been reported to be decreased in 80% of 
the country profiles, with cost reduction varying from -3,6% up to – 52%.   
 
Costs for external services and costs for personnel were reported in 100% of the country profiles with 
increase, varying between 5% up to 20-22%. 
 
Information provided for costs for taxes and financial costs is heterogeneous, different country profiles 
reported big negative and positive variations, and therefore no concrete data can be provided. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 3) also tried to investigate the effect on some of the cost categories: 
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Annex 3 :   Reported effect  in costs for  mater ia ls  and staff (GIZ  source)  
 

• Staff: Potential costs related to health and social security benefits for staff might also increase in 
the mid-term, as PUCs might need to plan for increased sick leave, compensations for tragic 
events, etc. 

• Materials and equipment: Cost related to additional sanitation and cleaning costs for own 
facilities, i.e. offices, work facilities, plants, and vehicles. Due to the increased hygienic and 
disinfection activities, many PUCs should plan the appropriate chemicals, disinfectants, and 
detergents to address the additional sanitation activities that are likely to continue in the short 
and midterm. 

• Digitalization: Some PUCs need to invest in new software and hardware solutions to facilitate work 
from home for their employees and/or introduce remote payment solutions. 

• Remote services: PUCs may notice an increase in the costs related to call centers’ set-up and 
operation to serve the increasing demand for remote provision of services, payment of bills, 
responding to inquiries for water safety, crisis control measures, deferral policies, etc. 

• Disconnect / reconnect activities: In the short and medium-term, some PUCs might expect an 
increase in the expenses related to disconnects and reconnects of customers, resulting from both 
the reduced ability of domestic customers to pay their bills. 

• Billing and collection: PUCs might need to plan for additional expenses related to digitalization of 
billing systems and online payment as well as the technical infrastructure for remote metering, 
detection of leaks to reduce losses, etc. The later are to become even more important due to 
COVID-19. 

• Bad debts: These costs might result from the voluntary or mandatory imposed moratoriums on 
disconnection policies to particular population groups, as well as the suspended reconnection 
costs. 

 
Information for effect of WS costs was provided from 4 country profiles: 
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Annex 3 :   Covid-19 effect on WS costs  
 
All 4 countries provided information for the changes in the costs for operation, and as we can see they 
have been increased on small scale between +0.69% up to +5% in three of the country profiles.  
The information from the 4th country unfortunately is related to financial results of only one operator and 
therefore is not representative for national level. 
 
Partial information has been provided for capital costs, and is related mostly to depreciation costs, which 
we see that vary from -1.2% to +0.01% in two of the country profiles. The information from the operator 
in 4th country shows significant increase with 20%. Obviously these costs have no relation to Covid-19 
crisis. 
 
Information provided for financial and other costs is not sufficient for sound analysis, as it is based on 1 
country national level, and 1 operator, while costs for taxes reported show that in 1 country they have 
increased with more than 200%, while they have decreased in the other two cases (national and operator 
level) between -5.6% up to -8.5%.  
 

2. Covid-19 effect on customers of WS services 
 
Covid-19 crisis had change normal people`s living, social events, education and travel, business activities, 
which logically affected major characteristics of WS services provision as related to customers – 
consumption and payment of the services. Regular implementation of meter reading, billing and debt 
collection, as well as customer service are essential for maintain revenues from WS services provided and 
covering operational, investment and financial costs of the operators.  
 
These activities have been mostly affected by Covid-19 crisis, leading to various negative impacts on the 
WS operators in the Danube region.  
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Annex 3 :   Covid-19 effect on WS serv ice prov ision 
 
In general it is expected that during lockdown, the consumption of population should have been increased 
(due to stay home), while non-domestic should have been decreased (due to stop of business activities).  
Tourism was heavily affected by Covid-19, so coastal areas and other areas relying on business and/or 
leisure trips were negatively affected in both household and non-domestic consumption.   
  

 
Annex 3 :   Covid-19 effect on WS serv ices consumption 
 
Information provided shows that household consumption has been increased between 1% and 4% in 2020 
compared to previous year in 7 of the country profiles analyzed, and with extreme case of 20% in one 
country profile. 
Apparently non-domestic consumption (budget and business) was seriously reduced in 2020 compared to 
2019, between 11%-14% in 5 of the country profiles analyzed, and with extreme case of 50% in one country 
profile. 
 
As part of the GIZ survey (Analysis 1), respondents were asked to share their knowledge on the total 
amount of water consumption in March-October 2020 in relation to the same period in 2019. The results 
show that 38% of PUCs have reported an increase in the amount of water consumption, 28% state that 
the volume of water consumption is somewhat similar to the levels in 2019. 
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Annex 3 :   Water consumption dur ing Covid-19 lockdown (GIZ  source)  
 
Further investigation was done in GIZ survey (Analysis 3), stating that one-fourth of PUCs (25,1%) 
participating in the research stated that no significant change was observed in the total amount of water 
consumption in the period January-December 2020 in relation to the same period in 2019. In some regions, 
the imposed stay at home policies in some communities/economies has led to an increase in water 
consumption for domestic customers (21,5%). Some 22,3% of PUCs reported a decrease in the amount of 
water consumption for both domestic and business customers. The reduction has been associated with 
the closure of many companies working in various sectors (i.e. tourism and hospitality sectors, etc.), the 
increased number of employees working from home, closing public institutions (i.e. schools, cultural 
facilities), etc. 
 

 
Annex 3 :   Reported changes in water  consumption in  2020 compared to 2019 (GIZ  source)  
 
According to GIZ survey (Analysis 1), before the crisis, many LGs and PUCs did not have operating online 
platforms and internet portals to provide one-stop-shop services to their citizens. The survey results 
showed that throughout the course of the crisis, a bit more than one fourth (28,7%) of the surveyed LGs 
have organized a remote provision of certain administrative and communal services. These included: 
provision of some administrative services online, where the existing online infrastructure allowed; 
submitting official requests/notifications via e-mail; home delivery of official excerpts from municipal 
registers to customers; the timing for issuing permits for works on public areas has been shortened, as 
utility and telecommunications companies had the opportunity to submit requests for such permits via e-
mail; introduction of online platforms for reporting problems with the delivery of public services. Some 
administrative services were provided in remote/alternative locations.   
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PUCs, on the other hand, also had to organize and manage the remote provision of certain services during 
the COVID-19 lockdown (e.g. certain administrative services, payment of bills, etc.). Some of the identified 
practices included: online payment of bills; using the website of companies to report problems and submit 
inquires; possibility for reporting water consumption by customers online; holding regular work meeting 
of staff online using popular online meeting platforms; etc. 
 
The same report provided that less than 11 % of responding PUCs have stated that they have remote 
water metering solutions introduced in their serviced communities. Some 55% reported that their 
company does not operate remote water metering infrastructure. However, approximately 34% of 
respondents state that their companies have partially introduced such solutions  
 
Logically, PUCs that lack remote water metering solutions have faced various reporting issues such as 
incomplete records of the amount of consumed water, unpaid water amount, lack of financial documents, 
etc. Most prominent problems that have been highlighted by PUCs in all target economies with regards to 
metering and reporting of water consumption during the COVID – 19 crises included hindered 
communication with users, hindered or minimal access to water metering devices inside the premises of 
both residential and business premises and consumer complaints about the charged water consumption. 
 
Despite the challenges imposed by the unfolding crisis resulting from the COVID-19 crisis, PUCs had to 
continue with the regular reporting of the water consumption of both domestic and business customers. 
The survey results showed that more than half of the PUCs (54%) had still utilized physical reporting of 
water consumption, although this process has been hindered due to the reasons described above. 
Approximately 36% used a combination of methods (i.e. physical reporting, reporting by customers and 
remote metering, where available), as many PUCs have been estimating water consumption by comparing 
either with the previous months or it with the same period of 2019. Less than 5% of PUCs utilized remote 
metering solutions and/or reporting by customers when access to their premises has been limited. 
 

 
Annex 3 :   Report ing water consumption during Cov id-19 cr is is  (GIZ source)  
 

3. Customer payment 
 
Customers` abilities to pay for WS services consumed have been obviously affected during the Covid-19 
crisis. Considering that on average the WS sector in the region has problems with customer payment and 
debt collection, such reduction during times of crisis is worsening the situation. Nevertheless the 
information provided shows contradictory results.  
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Annex 3 :   Covid-19 effect on WS serv ices payment from customers 
 
On one hand we can see, that changes in both payments from domestic and from non-domestic customers 
follow same trends in the country profiles surveyed and have similar trends. On the other hand it is obvious 
that the results in the countries are quite different and vary from reduction of - 10% for domestic payments 
/ - 6% from non-domestic up to increase with 10% for both categories payments. Results in two other 
countries show reduction between -3% up to -5%, and the last case shows minimal increase with less than 
half %. 
 
At the same time according to GIZ survey (Analysis 3), the majority of respondents (61,3%) stated that 
there had been a noticeable tendency for a decrease (between 5-20%) in the number of paid bills for 
delivery of various types of communal services by customers in 2020 compared to the same period in 
2019. Some 14,3% of the PUCs report declines in collection performance by more than 20%. The numbers 
vary across countries and depend on customers' profile, especially business consumers, the overall 
economic situation in the serviced area, introduced deferral and support policies, etc. 
 

 
Annex 3 :   Customer  payment b i l ls  in  2020 (GIZ  source)  
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4. Support measures through changes in payment conditions  
 
Apparently results shown on the figure in the above are related to the support measures that have been 
introduced in the different countries, including payment conditions: 
 

 
Annex 3 :   Payment support measures imposed due to Cov id-19 cr is is  
 
As we see, the most commonly applied measure to support customers during the crisis was prohibition 
for WS service stop due to non-payment (reported in 79% of the cases).  77% of the surveyed entities 
reported that even in the cases where such prohibition for service stop was not officially introduced, the 
WS operator didn’t apply this measure for customers. 
 
In almost half of the cases (44%) the period for payment of WS services has been increased, while in one 
third of the cases (33%) the interest due for non-payment has been canceled or reduced. 
 
No information was reported for introduction of social tariffs for poor households, but in small scale 
income support for poor households for payment of WS services has been introduced (13%). 
 
These measures have been introduced by different authorities: 
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Annex 3 :   Payment support measures imposed by  inst i tutions  
 
In most of the cases support measures have been introduced by the state, or by the local governments 
and municipal operators, depending on the sector organization and regulation (national / local level).  For 
example the relevant measures in Moldova and Ukraine have been introduced by the state, while the 
relevant measures in Montenegro by the local governments and WSOs. 
In North Macedonia and Serbia some of the measures have been introduced with state involvement, while 
the others by the local governments and WSOs. 
Interesting cases were reported for Kosovo, where probation of WS service stop due to non-payment has 
been introduced by the Regulator (the decision is still in force), while in Albania the utilities did not apply 
interest for late bill payment for the two months period of lockdown. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 3) data states that an increase in deferrals has been noted by more than two-thirds of 
PUCs (75,6%). PUCs are recognizing this difficulty and offering to assist customers in various ways, backed-
up by support policies implemented by the relevant national institutions. Common methods across 
surveyed PUCs include suspension of all shut-offs and late payment fees, extensions to payment deadlines, 
flexible payment plans, level/fixed payment plans, etc. In many of the target Western Balkan economies, 
central governments have provided financial support and stimulus to customers of vulnerable groups (e.g. 
people with disabilities, people with special needs, the elderly, and women with small children, etc.). Each 
of these methods implies both collection and transaction costs for PUCs. However, these measures have 
been adopted for both supporting customers and improving collection rates. Only 20,2% of PUCs have 
continued their usual deferral and disconnection policies. 
 

State State / LGU State /LGU / WSO Regulator LGU / WSO WSO

Measures imposed by the following institutionns

Increase of period for payment of WS services

Cancellation or reduction of interest rate on due payments

Prohibition for WS service stop due to non-payment

Introduction of income support for poor households for WS services payment
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Annex 3 :  Introduced measures  by PUCs to  address delayed customer  payments  (GIZ source)  
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 3) considered that even though PUCs have experienced an overall decrease in their 
revenues and a fragmented increase in their expenses due to the COVID-19 crisis, the majority of PUCs 
that participated in the survey (90,8%) have not increased the prices of communal services provided to 
their communities. Of course, raising rates might be unreasonable to implement in the current economic 
conditions, but they might be considered in the medium term. 
 

 

 
Annex 3 :   Reported increase  of  service  rates (GIZ source)  
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ANNEX 4: COVID-19 CRISIS EFFECT ON WS REVENUES 
 

1. Covid-19 effect on revenues from different types of customers 
 
Partial information has been provided from 4 of the country profiles during the survey, and it shows 
different results: 
 

 
Annex 4 :   Covid-19 effect on WS revenues  
 
We see that in 2 of the countries that provided information, revenues from domestic customers in 2020 
are increased compared to 2019 (between 3% - 7%), while those from non-domestic customers have 
dropped between -2% up to -18%.   
Data for those two countries shows that the consumption from domestic customers was increased in the 
range of +1% up to +3%, while consumption of non-domestic customers was decreased with 11%. 
Therefore we can find some data consistency. At the same time those countries reported that payment 
from both categories was dropped during 2020 compared to 2019. This requires additional data research. 
 
Data is consistent for the 3rd country profile that reports increase of revenues from both customer 
categories with +5%. The same country has reported that both consumption and payments from 
households and non-domestic customers has also been increased. 
 
The information for the 4th country profile is for the overall increase of revenues from WS services with 
+3.2% (no information is available for the two types of customers). That country reported that domestic 
consumption was increased with less than 3%, but non-domestic consumption dropped with 14% in 2020 
compared to 2019, although no information is available for the customer payments on national level. 
 
The results of the GIZ survey (Analysis 3) clearly show that 77,3% of surveyed PUCs have experienced or 
were expecting to experience revenue losses due to the COVID-19 crisis.  
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Annex 4 :   Covid-19 effect on WS revenues  (GIZ source)  
 
The positive nuance in this generally negative statistics is reflected in the fact that the observed decrease 
in revenues fluctuates between 5-20%, i.e. more than 60% of respondents have pointed out such revenue 
loss. In addition, one-fifth of the surveyed PUCs (20,0%) indicated that the COVID-19 crisis did not have 
any significant change in their revenues. Many of the surveyed managers of PUCs were yet uncertain of 
the financial impact of the crisis, despite the fact that they are clearly aware of the revenue losses 
accumulated in 2020 compared to the pre-crisis period in 2019. However, what would be the overall 
financial impact of the crisis is still unknown. 
 

2. Covid-19 effect on WS operator financial result 
 
Information has been provided for 3 country profiles: 
 

 
Annex 4 :   Covid-19 effect on WS f inanc ial  result  
 
Two national cases present reduction of operational profit of WS operators on national level between -3% 
up to – 27%, mostly due to reduction of billed volumes. Total profit on national level for WS sector for the 
second case has been half reduced (– 49%). 
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At the same time information from two countries states that operational loss / total loss on national level 
has been increased with levels between 15% / 3.8% and 3.37% / 5.82%.  
 

3. Generation of new debt of WS operators during crisis 
 
It was already discussed that Covid-19 crisis had effect on costs and revenues of the WS operators, so it is 
important to assess whether the crisis has led to generation of new debt for the WSOs: 
 

 
Annex 4 :   Covid-19 effect on debt  
 
Apparently Covid-19 crisis led to generation of new short-term operational debt (60% of the answers) due 
to the need of provision of additional activities (mostly related to disinfection) and in order to cover 
reduction of revenues from WS services. In much small scale operators generated new long-term 
operational debt (only 20% of the cases).   
 
Results show that operators were cautious with the investment process during the crisis situation, and 
they did not generate new long-term investment loans (0%) or new assets acquire through financial 
leasing (8% of the answers). 
 

4. Investment realization during crisis 
 
Realization of investment plans has been always critical issue in the WS sectors in the surveyed countries. 
All information available show that WS sectors in these countries do not invest enough in order to improve 
asset condition and respective quality of WS services. Covid-19 crisis has worsened this situation: 
 

 
Annex 4 :   Investment implementat ion in  2020 
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As we see, in almost two-thirds of the answers (69%) the entities surveyed reported that Covid-19 affected 
realization of the planned investments in 2020. The reasons for that are shown in the next figure: 
 

 
Annex 4 :   Reasons to affect investment implementat ion in  2020 
 
As we see from the information provided, the main reason reported to affect investment implementation 
(58%) was quarantine and inability for the project team to realize on-site activities. Apparently lockdown 
measures introduced during the first wave have affected the schedule of investment projects, and in some 
cases the WS operators were not able to overcome these delays.  
Another technical reason suggested (45% of the answers) was lack of supply with materials / external 
services. This problem has also occurred during the lockdown when transportation of materials was 
seriously troubled. 
 
In 46% of the answers, reduced revenues of WSOs were pointed as reason to affect realization of 
investment plans, as WS operators needed to cover their operational expenses.  
Apparently institutional response needed for issue required approvals and permissions for the investment 
projects during the crisis was also an obstacle (25% of the responses), although in much smaller scale. 
 
Increase of operational costs was reported as a reason to delay investments in only 17% of the responses. 
 
The survey showed that in most of the countries still lacks aggregated information for the level of 
investment realization compared to planned levels. Only 4 countries were able to present such 
information, and it shows that the actual investments implementation varies between 27% up to 70%. 
Therefore it is necessary each relevant authority to prepare more detailed information surveys and to 
understand the level of investment realization, and the actual reasons that prevented investment process. 
The stimulus for investments of WS operators should be also considered, as in many cases the entities 
prioritize payment of operational obligations (salaries and social costs for the personnel, delivery of 
electricity, materials and external services) and therefore underestimate realization of capital activities. 
 
As we recalled, NALAS survey showed that more than 50% of LGs reported that capital investments were 
cut by more than 10%, and in more than one-third of municipalities by even more than 20%. GIZ survey 
(Analysis 3) comment that being directly dependent on their LGs, PUCs have also suffered from reduced 
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capital spending and construction projects. These negative tendencies have also been observed across the 
target Western Balkan economies. The majority of respondents (66,4%) in the online survey have either 
delayed all planned capital infrastructure investment projects or reduced all planned major repairs and 
maintenance activities. Only 33,6% of the surveyed PUCs have stated that the crisis did not have any 
considerable impacts on their plans for capital construction and activities. The main reasons for the 
deferral of planned capital expenditures are related to the need of managing cash flows and ensuring 
liquidity in times of crisis and reduced revenues. However, the reduced decline in capital construction in 
both LGs and their PUCs is expected to have many adverse and multiplier effects in local communities, 
such as decreased employment and loss of jobs, halted economic development and activities, reduced 
quality of provided services, etc. 
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ANNEX 5: TYPES OF SUPPORT FOR WS SECTOR DURING COVID-19 CRISIS 
 
Covid-19 has affected regular provision of WS services in 2020, resulting in some additional activities, 
effect on costs, consumption, and payments from customer, revenues and financial result on the WS 
operators. Therefore we try to identify what types of support measures and/or programs have been 
introduced for WS sector in the countries included in our survey, including potential changes in deadlines 
and/or scope of existing standards and requirements for WS operators, changes in deadlines and size of 
the tax and debt payments, as well as other support programs. Information from our survey is 
supplemented with information from GIZ survey, including examples of good practices. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 1) showed that both the majority of LGs (76,6%) and PUCs (82,10%) have 
communicated regularly with the local community on their services and activities in relation to the COVID-
19. Both LGs and PUCs engaged in public awareness campaigns, based on their current financial and 
technical capacities, through media campaigns, collaboration with community organizations, printing, 
phone banks, updating web information, setting up local call centers to provide information, and 
translating materials into appropriate languages. All PUCs have put information on their websites 
regarding emergency contacts and information for various services. However, a large part of both LGs 
(36,7%) and PUCs (35,8%) of PUCs shared an overall impression that the general public is not interested in 
the transparency of the public sector response, but mostly demanded information on the health and 
prevention measures implemented regionally and locally. In addition, only 35% of the surveyed LGs and 
25,3% of PUCs, participating in the survey, shared that their local community demanded regular reporting 
and transparency related to their response to the COVID-19 crisis.   
 
The expectations of LGs and PUCs in terms of better management of the ongoing crisis and future crisis to 
come are shown on next figure: 
 

 
Annex 5 :   Expectat ions  for better management of  current and future cr is is  (GIZ  source)  
 
More than half of the PUCs (51,5%) participating in GIZ survey shared that they have requested specific 
support from their central government, APUCs, regulatory authorities (where applicable), IFIs/donor, 
other stakeholders. PUCs sought mostly financial assistance (31,5%) from the relevant ministries and 
institutions on the national level due to reduced incomes and the increased expenses for additional 
sanitation and disinfection activities. This included exemptions of specific fees; regular reimbursement 
and/or reduction of VAT; economic support packages for business customers; equipment and supplies; 
payment of salaries and social security contributions staff, etc. Assistance was also sought from the 
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relevant regulatory authorities for adjusting tariffs for water consumption. Mostly through their relevant 
APUCs, PUCs shared that they have requested support from various IFIs and donors, such as GIZ, the 
Japanese Embassy in the Republic of Serbia, as well as national funding instruments such as the Investment 
and Development Fund of Montenegro, Development Bank of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
etc. The most common support that PUCs requested from their APUCs was related to the provision of 
information (43,8%), and experiences in combating the unprecedented crisis. A relatively low number of 
PUCs (12,4%) relied on their APUC for articulating their needs and advocating for identified key issues such 
as liquidity of PUCs, prolongation of obligations towards international and domestic financial institutions, 
obtaining additional financial assistance from domestic and international financial institutions and joint 
communication of important messages to the public, etc. Similar was the percentage (12,4%) of PUCs 
requesting capacity development support and sharing of best practices. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 2) showed that financial support and assistance had been the most sought type of 
support by LGs and PUCs in the ongoing COVID-19 crisis (84,2%). LGs requested the activation of special 
funds and budgetary reserves, increasing the existing fiscal and regulatory rules, alleviating procurement 
procedures (especially for PPEs and disinfectants), speeding up budgetary decentralizations, and 
facilitating access to finances (i.e. short term loans, etc.). Both LGs and PUCs requested financial assistance 
in the form of tax exemptions, regular reimbursement and/or reduction of VAT, payment of salaries and 
social security contributions for the staff, etc. Assistance was also sought from the relevant regulatory 
authorities for adjusting tariffs for water consumption. In many of the researched economies, LGs and 
PUCs have introduced various payment relief and support policies to vulnerable groups. These policies 
have been introduced on a national level and administered locally by the relevant LGs and PUCs. 
According to experts of APUCs/LGAs who participated in the research (52,6%), the second most popular 
assistance that PUCs and LGs have requested was related to logistic support (i.e. procurement of PPE, 
supplies, specialized equipment, etc.). The provision of timely and adequate information on the existing 
health restrictions and on the planned economic and social support measures has also been frequently 
requested throughout the COVID-19 crisis (47,4%). APUCs and LGAs have been particularly active in 
supporting their members in the process of articulating their main needs and challenges to the relevant 
state institutions. According to most participants in the survey, being in constant communication and 
collaboration with LGs and PUCs, the most popular sources of support on the national level have been the 
relevant health and crisis management authorities (e.g. Crisis management headquarters, Public Health 
Authorities, Ministries, etc.). On many occasions, LGAs had to rely on the support of the relevant Ministries 
and other stakeholders, working on the local, regional and national level (i.e. chambers of commerce, 
business associations, civil sector organizations, etc.). 
The support of the central government and national authorities is essential for managing communities' 
social and economic recovery. However, from the position of experts being familiar with the provided 
support from the state to their members (i.e. LGs and PUCs), the majority of respondents rated the overall 
support and assistance provided by national authorities to LGs and their PUCs to maintain the provision of 
water and sanitation services during COVID-19 crisis as satisfactory, but not sufficient, considering the 
sheer impact, uncertainty and novelty of the crisis. 
 

1. Changes in standards/requirements   
 
Apparently data collected shows that WS sector has burdened negative impact from Covid-19 crisis, 
affecting the overall work of WS operators in various directions – declining consumption and payment 
rates, increased costs, leading to reduction of profit and increase of loss, and reduction of investments.  
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Therefore it is important to try to identify what measures (if any) have been introduced to ease the work 
of the companies. The following information has been provided by the surveyed entities: 
 

 
Annex 5 :   Measures  to support  WS operators by modif ication of deadlines or requirements  
 
Data above shows that most common measures applied to ease the work of WS operators were extension 
of deadlines to submit financial reports (41%) and regulatory reports (40%). Nevertheless, such measures 
were applied in less than half of the cases.  
 
Extensions of deadlines have been provided on smaller scale for the requirement to submit any reports to 
state (in 33%) and municipal (29%) authorities. 
 
Data provided shows with rare exceptions, the requirements and standards for the regular work of the WS 
operators were not modified or reduced during the Covid-19 crisis, and the companies had to operate 
assets and provide services on regular basis. Regulators have provided temporary cancellations or 
changes of requirements in the work standards in 15% and in the license conditions in 13% of the cases 
surveyed.  
 
In only 7% of the cases surveyed, the local municipalities have provided temporary cancellations or 
changes of requirements in the work standards or in the standards of the contracts for operation. 
 

2. Changes in tax/debt payment  
 
The following information has been provided from the surveyed entities: 
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Annex 5 :   Measures  to support  WS operators for  tax /  debt  payment  

 
16 potential support measures have been discussed in the survey among the entities: 
 
State tax: data shows that in 41% of the cases the state has extended deadlines for state taxes payment, 
but no reduction of state tax size has been introduced due to Covid-19.  
 
VAT: in 25% of the cases the state has extended deadlines for VAT payment, and no reduction of VAT tax 
size has been introduced due to Covid-19.  
 
Social payments: in 25% of the cases the state has extended deadlines for social payment, and no 
reduction of social tax size has been introduced due to Covid-19.  
 
Regulatory taxes: in 24% of the cases regulators has extended deadlines for regulatory taxes payment, 
and in 12% of the cases the regulatory tax size has been reduced. 
 
Local tax: in 29% of the cases local municipalities has extended deadlines for local taxes payment, and in 
12% the size of the local taxes has been reduced due to Covid-19 crisis.  

41%

0%

25%

0%

29%

12%

24%

12%

21%

0%

25%

0%

33%

13%

38%

13%

59%

100%

75%

100%

71%

88%

76%

88%

79%

100%

75%

100%

67%

87%

63%

88%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR STATE TAXES PAYMENT

REDUCTION OF STATE TAXES SIZE

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR VAT PAYMENT

REDUCTION OF VAT SIZE

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR LOCAL TAXES PAYMENT

REDUCTION OF LOCAL TAXES SIZE

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR REGULATORY TAXES PAYMENT

REDUCTION OF REGULATORY TAXES SIZE

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR CONTRACT FOR OPERATION TAXES 
PAYMENT

REDUCTION OF CONTRACT FOR OPERATION TAXES PAYMENT

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR SOCIAL PAYMENTS 

REDUCTION OF SOCIAL PAYMENTS TAXES

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR EXISTING DEBT PAYMENT TO PUBLIC 
OWNER

REDUCTION OF EXISTING DEBT PRINCIPLE PAYMENT TO PUBLIC 
OWNER

EXTENSION OF DEADLINES FOR EXISTING DEBT PAYMENT TO 
COMMERCIAL BANK

REDUCTION OF EXISTING DEBT PRINCIPLE PAYMENT TO COMMERCIAL 
BANK

Please indicate if any changes have been introduced for tax/debt payment due to COVID-
19

No Yes



 

70 
 

 
Contract for operation: in 21% of the cases the assignor of contract has extended deadlines for contract 
payments, and no tax size has been reduced. 
 
Debt payment to public owner: in 33% of the cases deadlines for debt payment to public owners have 
been extended, and in 13% of the cases the size of debt principle payment has been reduced. 
 
Debt payment to commercial bank: in 38% of the cases deadlines for debt payment to commercial banks 
have been extended, and in 13% of the cases the size of debt principle payment has been reduced. 
Therefore we can see that the most common measures applied in terms of extension of deadlines for 
payment have been introduced for state taxes and debt payments to commercial banks and public owners, 
followed by measures for local taxes (in 41% - 29% of the cases). 
 
At the same time most common applied measures to reduce tax/payment size have been applied for debt 
principle payments to commercial banks and public owners, as well as for local and regulatory taxes (in 
13%-12% of the cases). 
 
Information on national level for 7 of the countries surveyed provides following picture of the measures 
applied (marked as +1) and not applied (marked as -1): 

 

 

 
Annex 5 :   Measures  to support  WS operators for  tax /  debt  payment on nat ional level  
 

3. Support programs 
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Annex 5 :   Measures  to support  WS operators due to Cov id-19  
 
In 24% of the cases the entities responded that some form of financial support for salaries and social 
payments for sick or quarantined personnel have been provided, and in 18% of the cases such support has 
been provided for home office personnel. In some of the cases such support has been provided as 
operating expenses to the WS operators by local governments, in other cases target programs have been 
applied for risk group of employees. 
 
In fewer cases WS operators have received financial support due to reduced revenues from WS services 
(13%) and any target financial support (6%). Examples include state program for economic recovery or 
target subsidies for medium and small companies from relevant state agency. 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 3) reminded that PUCs have very few tools available to mitigate potential financial 
losses during COVID-19. In the short–term, PUCs can rely on their reserves to compensate the reported 
revenue losses and increased incremental expenditures resulting from the additional activities and 
services linked with the response to the COVID-19 crisis. However, the ability to use reserves is directly 
linked with the type of PUC, customer base and the existing financial status of the institution. Therefore, 
support from the LG or the relevant institutions on a national level is essential for overcoming the adverse 
effects on the financial status of PUCs. 
The majority of LGs and PUCs have requested support (either individually or through their Association) 
from the relevant national authorities to manage better the emergency resulting from the COVID-19 crisis. 
More than half of the PUCs (51,5%) participating in the survey shared that they have requested specific 
support from their central government, APUCs, regulatory authorities (where applicable), IFIs/donor, 
other stakeholders. PUCs requested support from their LGs and central government mainly in the form of 
financial assistance, including tax exemptions, regular reimbursement and/or reduction of VAT, payment 
of salaries and social security contributions for the staff, etc. Assistance was also sought from the relevant 
regulatory authorities for adjusting tariffs for water consumption. As stated above, in many of the target 
economies, PUCs have introduced various payment relief and support policies to vulnerable groups. 
Primarily, these policies were introduced on a national level and administered locally by the PUCs. Apart 
from the Republic of North Macedonia, where the central government provided one-time financial 
assistance to PUCs with the support and lobbying efforts of the national association of PUCs, i.e. ADKOM, 
very few PUCs have received financial assistance from the state to compensate for the increased 
expenditures and reduced revenues. For example, in Albania, PUCs received a one-time subsidy from the 
National Agency for Water Supply, Sewerage and Waste Infrastructure, amounting to 5 million ALL. In 
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other countries, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, PUCs received financial support to 
cover their staff expenses (i.e. salaries and social insurance contributions) as part of employment 
promotion support and relief measures administered on the national level and covering many economic 
entities. LGs have provided support to less than one-fourth of surveyed PUCs. The provided financial and 
non-financial assistance included fuel, materials, a financial stimulus for employees working in disinfection 
and sanitation units, budget transfers to cover increased expenses related to disinfection, equipment and 
vehicles. Also, assistance through procurement and supply of PPEs and materials for public hygiene was 
provided by LGs to support PUCs personnel engaged in disinfection and sanitation. Based on the above, it 
could be concluded that national and sub-national governments, along with IFIs and the donor community, 
will continue to play a key role in financing the WSS sector in the target economies. 
 
According to GIZ survey (Analysis 2) revealed that most Associations (63,2%) intensified their online 
training and other capacity development measures through the organization of online meetings and 
networking activities with their members. Even more (68,4%) of surveyed experts highlighted that the 
know-how and best practices sharing had intensified drastically during the crisis, as their members were 
looking for sharing experiences in coping with the various aspects of the crisis. Lobbying and advocacy in 
times of crisis are essential for ensuring that the support and relief policies and programs are tailored to 
the target groups' needs and end beneficiaries. Associations played a critical role in lobbying for funding, 
tax exemptions, introducing crisis legislation, developing strategies, etc. More than half of respondents 
(57,8%) highlighted that the need for advocacy and lobbying services has increased during the crisis. 
 
Same analysis provided that almost half (42,1%) of the surveyed APUCs and LGAs were contacted by 
representatives of IFIs and Donors who requested their specialized support, expertise, and services for 
consulting and implementing various support measures and funding programs. Funding operators and 
international organizations needed assistance in CD development and delivery; conducting specialized 
surveys; sharing analysis and results, participating in focus groups and other research activities; 
distributing equipment and supplies among members; consulting the development of a program/fund; 
etc. 
 

4. Good practices revealed by GIZ 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 2) provided several excellent examples of good practices of support measures 
provided by sector associations (APUCs) and local governments / national institutions: 
 

ADKOM supported PUCs in North 
Macedonia through lobbying and 
capacity development. 
 
Association of Communal Service 
Providers in the Republic of North 
Macedonia 
Number of members: 87 
Profile of members: Public Utility 
Companies 

The Association of Communal Service Providers in the Republic of 
North Macedonia (ADKOM) represent the interests of PUCs in the 
Republic of North Macedonia by providing support and assisting 
the provision of reliable, affordable and quality communal 
services. 
 
ADKOM has been particularly active in 2020, delivering various 
capacity developments, information, lobbying and advocacy 
services to their members.  
For example, through lobbying and advocacy, the Association 
succeeded in receiving 2.3 Million Euro from the Government of 
the Republic of North Macedonia for direct COVID-19 financial 
assistance for PUCs in the country. 
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ADKOM prepared and submitted a position paper "Impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on the PUC operations - Challenges and Solutions". 
ADKOM organized the preparation of two crisis management 
manuals: 1. "Crisis Management Manual – Concept and Practical 
Application" and 2. "Manual on the safe management of drinking, 
sanitation and wastewater during the COVID-19 crisis". 
ADKOM, in cooperation with GIZ and IAWD through the project 
"Supporting municipalities and public utility companies in handling 
the COVID-19 crisis" has upgraded the Program for Water Safety 
and Crisis Management in PUCs, with an emphasis on working 
under crisis caused by COVID-19 crisis. 
 

UMM proposed measures to support 
local governments in Montenegro. 
 
Union of Municipalities of 
Montenegro 
Number of members: 25 
Profile of members: Local 
Governments 

The Union of Municipalities of Montenegro (UMM) is a national 
association of local governments aimed at developing local 
democracy, improving the organization, work and functioning of 
LGs, as well as fostering cooperation with international 
organizations and other LGAs. 
 
Acting in direct interest and in consultation with its members, 
UMM developed policy proposals for the central government to 
support and recover from the COVID-19 crisis, as per the main 
challenges, needs, and opportunities of Montenegrin 
municipalities.  
These included measures to assist LGs in the preparation of local 
efforts to support citizens and communities in coping with the 
adverse effects of the crisis, such as: postponing payment of 
various taxes (i.e. personal income tax, property tax, etc.); 
reducing local communal charge and reducing commercial 
facilities fees for a period of 90 days, i.e., the duration of the 
Government measures for which businesses did not perform the 
activity; Cancelling the forced collection of tax liabilities for the 
duration of the Government’s measures to all 
entities directly impacted by the restrictive measures adopted on 
the national level; Instruct boards of directors of PUCs performing 
waste collection, removal and disposal services to ensure the 
exemption of payment of invoices for the period in which they did 
not perform activities by order of the Ministry of Health, and 
others. 
As part of its advocacy activities, UMM, in cooperation with the 
Association of Waterworks of Montenegro, adopted the Joint 
Advocacy Strategy for the period 2021-2025 and thus pointed out 
the importance of a collaborative approach and joint action to 
better protect the interests of its members and provide a more 
favorable environment for business in the water sector. 
 

SHUKOS provided online capacity 
development and research 
supporting public utility 

Water and Wastewater Works Association of Kosovo (SHUKOS) is 
a not-for-profit organization established by 7 Kosovo's Regional 
Water Supply and Sewerage Companies (RWCs). SHUKOS acts as a 
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Companies 
 
Water and Wastewater Works 
Association of 
Kosovo (SHUKOS) 
Number of members: 7 Regional 
Water 
Companies 
Profile of members: Public Utility 
Companies 

link between its members to develop, promote and protect the 
common interests of the WSS in Kosovo. The Association works to 
support professional development and networking to develop and 
advocate for members' interests. 
The wide range of activities of SHUKOS supports the coordination 
of Regional Water Companies (RWCs) by lobbying and advocacy for 
the water sector, delivering training and workshops, conducting 
awareness campaigns, distributing information, organization of 
study tours, events, seminars, facilitating the work of working 
groups, and cooperation at local and international level. 
 
Throughout the crisis, In cooperation with SHUKALB, SHUKOS 
organized a webinar on “Water Safety and Crisis Management – 
Essential Management Tools for Water Utilities”, with support of 
the International Association of Water Supply Companies in the 
Danube River Catchment Area (IAWD), as well as Energie AG, in the 
framework of the Danube Learning Partnership (D-LeaP). 
In terms of lobbying and advocacy, SHUKOS prepared several 
position papers on specific issues articulated by the PUCs in 
Kosovo. 
External experts, employed by SHUKOS, prepared a position paper 
on “Legal Framework for Discharge of Industrial Waste Waters in 
the Public Wastewater System (WWTP)”. 
 

AMCFBiH and AMTRS conducted 
lobbying and research activities in 
support of LGs in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
 
Association of Municipalities and 
Cities of FBiH (AMCFBiH) and 
Association of Municipalities and 
Towns of the Republic of Srpska 
(AMTRS) 
 
Number of members: 80 (AMCFBiH) 
and 64 (AMTRS) 
Profile of members: LGs 

The Association of Municipalities and Cities of FBiH (AMCFBiH) has 
been actively engaged throughout the process of municipalities 
and cities in FBiH facing with the new challenges, especially trying 
to ensure that the attitudes and demands of local self-government 
regarding economic measures are adequately represented, 
communicated, and respected in the Parliament of FB&H and 
Federal Government. 
 
The SOGFBiH Presidency insisted that local governments in the 
FBiH must participate in distributing funds from the International 
Monetary Fund loan amounting to 330 Million Euro. The 
Presidency also required that transfers for the local governments 
should be ensured in the rebalanced budget. 
Thanks to the advocating activities of AMCFBiH, all conclusions and 
requests of the Presidency of AMCFBiH were delivered to all 
members of the FBiH Parliament. 
As a result of advocacy and lobbying activities, the Federal 
Government and Parliament increased transfers and grants to local 
governments to 30 Million BAM in the readapted federal budget. 
These transfers and grants were financed from the IMF loan, so the 
AMCFBiH request that LG participate in allocating the loan funds 
was accepted. 
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In Republika Srpska, the Association of Municipalities and Towns 
of the Republic of Srpska (AMTRS) conducted an analysis within the 
project "Strengthening the capacity of the Associations of 
Municipalities and Cities in BiH", funded by the Government of the 
Kingdom of Sweden and the Government of Switzerland, and with 
the technical support of the Swedish Association of Local 
Authorities SALAR. Through AMTRS, all LGs received 
assistance/funds from the Solidarity Fund to remedy the 
consequences and difficulties caused by the spread of the 
infectious disease caused by the COVID-19 virus. 
 

SHUKALB provided targeted support 
for PUCs through capacity 
development and 
exchange of experiences 
 
Water Supply and Sewerage 
Association 
of Albania (SHUKALB) 
Number of members: 20 PUCs and 3 
private companies 
Profile of members: PUCs 

The Water Supply and Sewerage Association of Albania (SHUKALB) 
is a non-profit organization of water supply and sewerage 
professionals advocating professionals' collective interests in 
Albania's water sector. 
 
SHUKALB organized several important online events to exchange 
experience and practices among its members and the relevant 
stakeholders. 
SHUKALB conducted comprehensive three-day training on "Capital 
Investment Projects in Infrastructure in the Water Supply and 
Sewerage Sector". 
SHUKALB has started with implementing a project titled “Providing 
Support to Municipalities and Public Utilities Managing the Covid-
19 Crisis in Albania”. The grant is commissioned from BMZ and is 
administratively embedded in the GIZ ORF MMS. In implementing 
this project, SHUKALB has used the existing Danube Learning 
Partnership (D-Leap) Water Safety Plan and Crisis Management 
Program, which has been adjusted for coping with the influence of 
the COVID-19 crisis. 
 

SCTM provided up-to-date 
information and exchange of 
experience for LGs in Serbia 
 
Standing Conference of Towns and 
Municipalities (SCTM) 
Number of members: 170 
Profile of members: Local 
Governments 

The Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities (SCTM) is an 
association of local governments in Serbia, representing local 
authorities' interests in Serbia and supports their development by 
providing high-quality training and consultations, lobbying and 
advisory support. SCTM is a gathering point of LGs and a 
networking platform for sharing common issues, formulating and 
presenting common interests. 
 
In cooperation with relevant health authorities, universities, a 
series of information materials and instructions to prevent and 
control infectious diseases, COVID-19 was developed. The 
documents cover all information, starting from the basic 
properties of the virus and the first signs of infection, through 
measures to protect living and working space, recommendations 
for psychophysical empowerment in conditions of self-isolation, 
etc. 
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During the declared emergency state caused by the COVID-19 crisis 
in the Republic of Serbia, SCTM prepared a special section on their 
main web site containing information, materials and 
Instructions for dealing with the COVID-19 crisis, as well as news 
and updates on the response and activities of Serbian cities and 
municipalities. 
SCTM has developed templates to assist LGs in implementing the 
Rulebook on preventive measures for safe and healthy work to 
prevent the spread of the epidemic of infectious diseases that the 
Ministry of Labor officially adopted, Employment, Veteran and 
Social Policy of the Republic of Serbia. 

 
 
GIZ survey (Analysis 2) also provided good examples (compendium) of documents outlining the impact of 
the COVID – 19 crises on PUCs and LGs in the target economies. 
 
 

Position paper ''Impact of the crisis 
COVID-19 on the PUC's operations – 
challenges and solutions” 
 
Issued by: Association of Communal 
Service Providers in the Republic of 
North Macedonia (ADKOM) 
Available at: https://adkom.org.mk 
 

Following the implementation of a survey on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on the operation of PUCs in North Macedonia, 
ADKOM prepared a position paper with a detailed analysis of 
the operational challenges of the PUCs during the COVID-19 
crisis, detecting critical points in the operations, understanding 
the reasons for management decisions, and finding and 
offering solutions to solve the newly emerged challenges. The 
survey analysis indicated the need to prepare a position 
document that provides a detailed analysis of the work 
challenges faced by PUCs during the COVID-19 crisis, detecting 
critical points in operation, finding the leading causes, and 
offering potential solutions for operating in the newly emerged 
crisis. 
The Position paper provides several alternatives and 
recommendations for operating during the crisis and improving 
the resilience of PUCs. These potential solutions were 
submitted to the relevant national authorities and decision-
makers, shaping the policies supporting the PUCs in North 
Macedonia and the region. 
 

“Analysis of implemented measures in 
local self-government units in 
Republika Srpska during the crisis 
caused by COVID – 19” 
 
Issued by: Association of 
Municipalities and Towns of the 
Republic of Srpska (AMTRS) 
Available at: www.alvrs.com 
 

The Association of Municipalities and Towns of the Republic of 
Srpska (AMTRS) conducted a detailed analysis to understand 
better the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the finance of 7 LGs 
in the Republic of Srpska, Bosnia and Herzegovina. The analysis 
of data showed that the crisis caused by the COVID-19 crisis 
had a strong negative impact on the finances of all LGs, 
regardless of the level of development and size, and that the 
biggest problem of all LGs is lack of funds due to the significant 
revenue decline. The paper analyses the surveyed local 
governments' measures during the crisis and their attitudes 
and opinions regarding the most significant challenges in 

https://adkom.org.mk/
http://www.alvrs.com/


 

77 
 

dealing with the crisis. It also proposes specific 
recommendations that could be articulated to the relevant 
central and regional governments to plan and deliver possible 
support measures. The analysis was conducted within the 
project "Strengthening the capacity of the Association of 
Municipalities and Cities in BiH", funded by the Government of 
the Kingdom of Sweden and the Government of Switzerland, 
and with the technical support of the Swedish Association of 
Local Authorities SALAR. 
 

Study "Emergency Needs and Socio-
Economic Impact of COVID-19 on 
Local Government in Kosovo” 
 
Issued by: Association of Kosovo 
Municipalities (AKM) 
Available at: www.komunat-ks.net 
 

The study was commissioned by the Association of Kosovo 
Municipalities (AKM) to identify the difficulties encountered by 
the municipalities during the spread of the COVID-19 crisis, 
measures taken by the latter to manage this situation, 
cooperation with the national authorities and the AKM, as well 
as emergency needs of municipalities to overcome the socio-
economic consequences of the crisis. The study covered all 34 
municipalities in Kosovo. Its main objective was to investigate 
their urgent needs for ensuring the proper management of the 
crisis created by the COVID-19 crisis. In addition to identifying 
the emergency needs and the socio-economic impact of the 
crisis on local government, the results of this study showed that 
financial support and funding were identified as emergency 
needs for the municipalities to successfully mitigate the crisis 
consequences. The study results provided a guideline for 
designing programs, activities or forms of intervention to 
support Kosovo's municipalities. The study was supported by 
the Office of the Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC) in 
Kosovo. 
 

Survey “South-East European Local 
Governments in Post Covid-19 Socio-
Economic Recovery 
 
Issued by: Network of Associations of 
Local Authorities of South-East 
Europe (NALAS) 
Available at: http://www.nalas.eu/ 
 

In order to better study these effects and propose relevant and 
swift interventions, the Network of Associations of Local 
Authorities of South-East Europe (NALAS) implemented a 
survey which aimed at supporting LGs and their associations, 
creating a better understanding of the impact of the COVID-19 
at the local government level and helping to identify successful 
regional practices for social and economic recovery. Similarly, 
it aimed at helping to inform policy recommendations and the 
advocacy efforts of local government associations. The survey 
presents a selection of good practices adopted by SEE local 
governments in the domain of economic support and fiscal 
relief, social care and protection, healthcare and education, 
digitalization of public services and crisis management, which 
may help the efforts of other local governments and 
associations of local governments in the region. A dedicated 
chapter of the survey provides an overview of the crisis's 
financial impact, focusing on the implications for both local 
government revenues and expenditures, the spending 

http://www.komunat-ks.net/
http://www.nalas.eu/
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priorities, and the expectations over the short and medium-
term. 
 

Survey "Consequences of the COVID-
19 crisis on the operations of Public 
utility companies in Serbia" 
 
Issued by: Association of Water 
Technology and Sanitary Engineering 
(UTVSI) 
Available at: https://utvsi.com/ 
 

The survey was carried out in May 2020 by the Association of 
Water Technology and Sanitary Engineering (UTVSI) in 
cooperation with the Standing Conference of Town and 
Municipalities (SCTM) in Serbia among 76 LGs and their PUCs 
employing approximately 10.000 people. The RCDN supported 
the survey, and its results showed that COVID-19 did not 
endanger the safety of drinking water from public water supply 
systems in Serbia. The survey highlighted some important 
tendencies and impacts that have been observed in the 
operations of PUCs in Serbia. 
One of the survey's main conclusions was related to the need 
for adoption and further development of security plans by all 
PUCs, which will contribute to increasing the security of the 
drinking water supply. Water safety plans and training of 
employees in this area are the basis for safe supply and risk 
management, both in regular working conditions and in crisis 
and emergencies. UTVSI has already started education at the 
regional level within the Danube Water Program. 
 

Survey "COVID-19 Crisis impacts on 
water and wastewater systems in 
Albania" 
 
Issued by: Water Supply and 
Sewerage Association of Albania 
(SHUKALB) 
Available at: http://shukalb.al 
 

In April 2020, SHUKALB conducted an online survey addressed 
to water utilities and other water sector organizations in 
Albania in order to measure the initial impact of the crisis and 
actions being taken to manage risk and plan for contingencies. 
In total, there were 132 respondents, 105 respondents from 
water utilities in Albania and 27 from other institutions. 
The research process covered some important aspects related 
to the operation of water utilities in Albania, including the 
relevant policies that they had to introduce to continue 
essential operations for field and/or plant employees and 
others who can’t work from home. The estimated financial 
impact on PUCs operations was also a subject of the research 
process. The survey results were further distributed to national 
institutions and Donors /IFIs working in the water sector in 
order to establish a dialogue with all actors on the short-term 
needs of the water utilities considering the impact of the 
COVID-19 situation. 

https://utvsi.com/
http://shukalb.al/
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ANNEX 6: MAIN FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
During 2020 Covid-19 crisis caused various and diverse negative impacts on all levels of economic and 
social activities, including provision of WS services, through introduction of strict lockdown measures and 
trough change of rules of work and social communication. Both personal and public hygiene (public and 
private places) was prioritized as crucial measure to cope with the virus, and therefore provision of safe 
drinking water and reliable sanitation was needed even more than before. This strategic service had to 
continue even when economic and social life was slowed and even stopped in 2020. This crisis has 
questioned and tested every aspect of the regular work of WS operators, and affected their regular 
business as never before.  
 
What is worse, WS sector was not in good shape even before Covid-19 crisis hit worldwide in 2020, as it 
has never been prioritized by the public, it is regularly underfunded, works in ineffective ways and is 
drenched with political influences. Almost half of the global population does not have access to reliable 
water and soap supplies. Global water sector has been impacted by different trends including global 
warning, rapid urbanization and emergence of megacities and aging infrastructure, and the world`s 
poorest received the COVID-19 shock on top of existing major urban water and sanitation services deficits. 
 
Covid-19 crisis has led to number of additional issues to global WS sector, including reduction of industrial 
water demand (global estimate for 27% reduction), revenue losses for WS operators due to introduced 
measures to respond the crisis - partial suspension of water billing for low-income users and moratoriums 
on water service cut-offs, as well as declining consumption and payments (global estimate for 15% revenue 
collections reduction), and increased risk of contagion among utility staff. In global perspective WS 
operators were not fully prepared to shift to work from home and had to upgrade the IT infrastructure in 
a very short time, to reorganize on-site teams in groups to avoid contact, to close their customer 
offices/counters, to introduce remote exchanges by email, internet or phone. Many of the local 
governments and public operators did not have crisis management plans before the start of Covid-19 crisis 
and had to prepare (or adapt) such during the crisis. 
 
Over the last several years WS sector in the Danube region have demonstrated positive improvements 
even if it is still far away from the good international levels. Almost all countries surveyed have achieved 
more than 80% of their population connected to public water supply, achieving average level of 83% in 
2015. Still huge efforts are needed to increase these levels especially in the rural areas. Progress has been 
made in increasing the coverage with sewerage services, but the average level of 60% in 2015 is still very 
low. Nonrevenue water has followed quite a diverse evolution across the region over the past few years, 
but still many countries report levels above 60%. 
 
Different trends have been observed in the WS sectors of the Danube region countries, mostly because of 
the different and specific organization, structure and governance of the sector in each country. In most of 
the cases WS services are provided by small local municipal operators, in some of the countries these 
companies provide other services as well (waste management, public areas cleaning, gardening, cemetery 
management and others), while in other countries the services are provided by regional and bigger 
operators. WS sector lacks single in-line ministry in some of the countries, and the responsibilities for the 
WS sector are spread between many institutions. Not all countries have established economic regulators, 
while those that have set up such have assigned different competences and obligations (tariff approval or 
coordination, service quality regulation, licensing regime). However very positive fact is that all countries 
have established WS sector associations, who were able to support the operators during the crisis. 
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1. Performance and working conditions 
 
All countries surveyed were affected by Covid-19 crisis and travel restrictions have been introduced for 
certain period of time. In most of the cases mandatory home office has been introduced during the 
strictest restrictions during the first wave of the pandemic. No WS operator was able to stay away of the 
crisis and in almost all cases (93%-94% of the responses) operators and stakeholders were affected with 
sick or quarantined personnel. Nevertheless WS operators continued to supply with drinking water in 
compliance with requirements and standards, and in relatively small scale cases the crisis has led to 
additional disinfection of drinking or wastewater. Regular maintenance of the water supply and sewerage 
network was performed on a smaller scale.  
 
Even though provision of WS services is essential for good hygiene and is of great importance for measures 
to cope with Covid-19, WS operators were not treated as special organization for vaccination against 
Covid-19. Nevertheless, some of the operators have achieved more than 90% of the staff vaccinated 
against the virus. We can hope however that the crisis may have changed the existing perspective of the 
public towards WS sector and may have increased the public appreciation for the importance of regular 
public supply of drinking water. 
 
WS operators were not provided with any special and formal instructions how to implement their regular 
duties during Covid-19. Most of the cases are related to customer service and meter reading, and are 
related to additional disinfection, social distance, protective equipment and others. In rare cases (8%) 
respondents provided information for additional measures outside regular provision of WS services 
imposed by the local governments, mostly related to disinfection of public areas and building.   
 
Customer service area was most affected WS activity with the need to introduce additional activities (in 
77% of the responses) as due to requirements for limitation of physical access operators tried to maintain 
contact with customers through phone and online platforms. Digitalization of WS services provision was 
boosted during the pandemic, although many of the service providers did not operate online platforms 
and internet portals to provide one-stop-shop services to their citizens. Nevertheless access to remote 
ways of communication between the provider and the customer was increased by introducing all possible 
solutions even for the smaller companies which were not able to introduce more sophisticated IT 
solutions. 
 
Unfortunately most of the WS providers in Danube region lacked remote water metering solutions 
introduced in their serviced communities. Logically Covid-19 crisis led to increased challenges and 
difficulties in metering and reporting water consumption.  
   
Supply-chain management in the Danube region countries was not significantly affected by the crisis, 
although some of the surveyed entities reported that it has some negative impact on supply with materials 
(44%), external services (37%) and recruitment of new personnel (33%), particularly at the beginning of 
the crisis when most extreme lockdown measures were applied.  
 
2020 Covid-19 crisis affected physical and mental health, regular staff organization, on-site duties and 
customer contact in the WS sector. Re-arrangement of all regular activities was needed as well as 
introduction of remote communication channels, but the crisis did not require major changes in terms 
of activities, standards and supply-chain management in the sector. 
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2. WS services provision 
 
Covid-19 crisis and introduced lockdown measures and restrictions affecting WS sectors in several ways, 
and logically these measures led to changes of consumptions of the services. Global predictions estimated 
reduction of industrial demand due to the stress on the economic activities as well as revenue losses for 
the WS operators due to crisis respond measures and income issues of the customers. 
 
According to 67% of the responses in our survey, Covid-19 affected consumption of WS services. Further 
data analysis shows that on average household consumption has been slightly increased between 1-4%, 
while non-domestic consumption was significantly decreased between 11-14% compared to 2019. 
Apparently this data needs further in-depth analysis, and such are undertaken by many of the economic 
regulators and/or sector associations in the region.  
 
We should keep in mind that consumption of WS services has been affected in various and different ways 
not only among the countries in the Danube region, but also among the regions in the same country, 
depending on the anti-Covid measures that were imposed, profile of economic activities and tourism in 
the region, concentration of the population in urbanized areas, level of data reliability provided by WS 
operators and many others.  Lack of remote metering and lack of physical access to meters led to 
misleading information for water consumption.   
 
Changes in consumption went on in parallel with changes in the payments from customers. Our survey 
could not identify clear trend of either increase or decrease of the payments of WS services. More than 
half of the responses (57%) showed that Covid-19 did not affect payments of WS services from customers, 
but the information among countries showed different trends. It is obvious that Covid-19 crisis in 2020 
increased available social and economic deficits in the countries, and therefore existing problems with low 
payments and debt collection levels in WS sector were busted. Targeted customer support measures 
(where applied) during the crisis had also impacted annual effects. 
 
Many of the countries surveyed had introduced measures to cope with the Covid-19 crisis. Most commonly 
introduced measure during Covid-19 has been prohibition for WS service stop due to non-payment 
(reported in 79% of the cases). Many of the respondents provided that even if such measure has not been 
officially introduced, WS operators did not disconnect customers. In almost half of the cases (44%) the 
period for payment of WS services has been increased, while in one third of the cases (33%) the interest 
due for non-payment has been canceled or reduced.  Overall conclusion is that support measures were 
mostly aimed to reduce economic barriers to WS services, rather to support financially the operators by 
assuring regular customer payments. 
 
These support measures have been introduced mostly by the state, or by the local governments and 
municipal operators, depending on the sector organization and regulation (national / local level), but there 
are examples of involvement of economic regulators and operators` self-initiatives. GIS survey provided 
that in many of the target Western Balkan economies, central governments have provided financial 
support and stimulus to customers of vulnerable groups, although in our survey we can see that only 13% 
of the answers were positive for introduction of income support for poor households for payment of WS 
services. 
 
We should keep in mind that although these support measures were extremely needed and provided high 
social importance during emergent pandemic situation, they affected negatively public providers of WS 
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services by directly or indirectly leading to reduced payments for services of common interest and also 
of high importance for hygiene protection during pandemic crisis.  
 
We are not yet certain if Covid-19 crisis has affected the costs for provision of WS services, or the annual 
reports of the companies follow more general inflation trends. Assigning additional requirements (mostly 
for disinfection of public places) to the WS operators has occurred only in some regions due to the specific 
relationship arrangement between the local municipalities and service providers (in most of these cases 
the companies provide other public services besides water and sanitation). Yet we should also keep in 
mind that many operators introduced digital solutions and remote payment schemes, leading to increased 
costs for maintenance and upgrade of call centers and websites. Reporting information and billing were 
provided with changes of organization that also affected costs. 
 
Even though our survey could not provide clear trend of the total costs of operation of WS operators in 
2020, the overall conclusion is that they have not been significantly changed compared to 2019, as 
variations are reported between +0.69% up to +5%. Costs for depreciation did not change and are almost 
the same as previous year, while not enough information has been provided to analyze financial and other 
costs of WS operators. Nevertheless, considering the other aspects of the crisis that affected consumption 
and revenues from services, reduced personnel, staff shortages because the recommendations of the crisis 
management required the separation of shifts, sparing of vulnerable groups from exposure to contacts, 
infection, work from home, etc., as well as troubles in supply-chain management especially at the 
beginning of the crisis and the need to provide additional protective materials and equipment we can 
expect that the economic and financial conditions of the service providers are not good.  
 
The evidence from markets where International Finance Corporation does business shows that financially 
robust utilities are coping well. Most utilities, including traditionally overbanked blue-chip utilities, are 
experiencing short-term revenue shortfalls and less favorable borrowing conditions. However, these 
utilities are generally able to bridge these liquidity gaps, while also progressing with pre-crisis Capex plans, 
albeit with some delays or changes in financing plans. We should keep in mind however that most of the 
WS operators in the surveyed countries in the Danube region are small municipal operators that less scale 
and capacity. Apparently in many cases the costs of these companies are not covered by the revenues, 
and therefore these operators rely on different support from local and national governments and donors.  
 
In most of the countries in our survey we see increase of revenues from domestic customers, varying 
between 3 – 7%. The overall information for revenues from non-domestic customers does not provide 
clear trend, as in some of the cases it has dropped between -2% up to -18%, while in other case it has 
increased with 5%.   
 
Even though different support programs have been introduced, including suspension of all shut-offs and 
late payment fees, extensions to payment deadlines, flexible payment plans, level/fixed payment plans, 
etc., as well as provision of financial support and stimulus for customers of vulnerable groups by central 
governments, overall information for WS operators` financial result in our survey provides clear tendencies 
that in cases of profit it has been reduced, while in the cases of loss it has been further increased.  
 
WS operators have several ways to cope with case of revenue decrease (due to reduction of consumption, 
delayed and deferred payments and lack of possibilities for effective debt collection due to anti-Covid 
measures) and cost increase. Apart of financial support from central and/or local governments and other 
donors, what operators can do is to gain additional debt, delay investments or generate financial loss.  
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In 60% of the cases of our survey there has been generation of new short-term debt in order to cover 
increased operational costs and/or decrease of revenues from WS services. In fewer cases operators 
generated new long-term operational debt (20%), and no information has been provided for accumulation 
of new long-term investment loans. In almost two-thirds of the answers (69%) the entities surveyed 
reported that Covid-19 affected realization of the planned investments in 2020, mainly due to quarantine 
and inability for the project team to realize on-site activities (58% of the cases) and reduction of revenues 
(46%). institutional response needed for issue required approvals and permissions for the investment 
projects during the crisis was also an obstacle (25% of the cases). Information provided for the levels of 
actual investments vary between 27% up to 70% of the planned investments.  
 
CAPEX delay is usual response in times of financial problems. We should keep in mind however that 
different governance, management and tariff regulation models are applied across countries, as well as 
different WSOs responsibilities for investments in the countries surveyed are available. In some of the 
countries WS operators are not expected to invest (investments are provided by the state or local 
governments), while in other countries tariff model do not allow for generation of cash for investments. 
All of these should be considered in data analysis for Covid-19 effect on investments. 
 

3. Support and cooperation 
 
GIZ survey emphasized that timely and adequate support from national and local government and 
institutions are of high priority to guarantee effective response to the COVID-19 crisis and prevent any 
negative economic and social scenarios. While initial efforts were concentrated on protecting public 
health, unemployed and vulnerable people, governments in target economies introduced economic 
recovery packages leveraged to the available budget capacities and fiscal policies. Although these were 
evaluated as still insufficient many governments have reallocated public funding to crisis priorities, 
supporting mostly the healthcare sector, vulnerable populations and regions particularly hit by the crisis. 
 
Natural process of cooperation between the WS operators in the region and sector associations has 
occurred during the crisis, as sector players have exchanged information, good practices, supplies and 
materials, tools and sometimes joint activities. At the same time most of the operators have requested 
support from the relevant national or local authorities to manage the emergency from the crisis and their 
financial situation. GIZ survey pointed assistance wanted from relevant ministries and institutions on the 
national level due to reduced incomes and the increased expenses for additional sanitation and 
disinfection activities, such as exemptions of specific fees; regular reimbursement and/or reduction of 
VAT; equipment and supplies; payment of salaries and social security contributions staff, etc. Assistance 
was also sought from the relevant regulatory authorities for adjusting tariffs for water consumption. 
Through their relevant APUCs, PUCs of the target WB economies have requested support from various 
national and international funding instruments and donors. WS operators also requested support from 
sector associations mostly for information provision, capacity development, advocacy and lobbying for 
their interest before the competent national authorities and regulators. The majority of respondents rated 
the overall support and assistance provided by national authorities to LGs and their PUCs to maintain the 
provision of water and sanitation services during COVID-19 crisis as satisfactory, but not sufficient, 
considering the sheer impact, uncertainty and novelty of the crisis. Apart from the Republic of North 
Macedonia, where the central government provided one-time financial assistance of 2,3 million EUR to 
PUCs with the support and lobbying efforts of the national association of PUCs, i.e. ADKOM, very few PUCs 
have received financial assistance from the state to compensate for the increased expenditures and 
reduced revenues. For example, in Albania, PUCs received a one-time subsidy from the National Agency 
for Water Supply, Sewerage and Waste Infrastructure, amounting to 5 million ALL. In other countries, such 
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as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, PUCs received financial support to cover their staff expenses 
(i.e. salaries and social insurance contributions) as part of employment promotion support and relief 
measures administered on the national level and covering many economic entities. LGs have provided 
support to less than one-fourth of surveyed PUCs. 
 
In terms of support from national and/or local level by extending deadlines or changes in scope of 
standards/requirements, our survey shows that most common measures applied to ease the work of WS 
operators were extension of deadlines to submit financial reports (41%) and regulatory reports (40%). 
Nevertheless, such measures were applied in less than half of the cases. Extensions of deadlines have been 
provided on smaller scale for the requirement to submit any reports to state (in 33%) and municipal (29%) 
authorities. With rare exceptions, the requirements and standards for the regular work of the WS 
operators were not modified or reduced during the Covid-19 crisis, and the companies had to operate 
assets and provide services on regular basis. 
 
In terms of support from national and/or local level by extending deadlines or changes in scope of tax / 
debt payment we can say that the most common measures applied in terms of extension of deadlines for 
payment have been introduced for state taxes and debt payments to commercial banks and public owners, 
followed by measures for local taxes (in 41% - 29% of the cases). At the same time most common applied 
measures to reduce tax/payment size have been applied for debt principle payments to commercial banks 
and public owners, as well as for local and regulatory taxes (in 13%-12% of the cases). 
 
In 24% of the cases the entities responded that some form of financial support for salaries and social 
payments for sick or quarantined personnel have been provided, and in 18% of the cases such support has 
been provided for home office personnel. In some of the cases such support has been provided as 
operating expenses to the WS operators by local governments, in other cases target programs have been 
applied for risk group of employees. In fewer cases WS operators have received financial support due to 
reduced revenues from WS services (13%) and any target financial support (6%). Examples include state 
program for economic recovery or target subsidies for medium and small companies from relevant state 
agency. 
 
Data provided shows that support measures during Covid-19 crisis were directed mostly to extend 
deadlines for tax payments, rather to reduce financial burden to companies during crisis. 
 

4. Crisis, risk and communication management 
 
Water and sanitation services, as well as other utility services (electricity and gas supply, central heating, 
internet and mobile services) are usually perceived by the customers of something natural that exists and 
so should be. These services gain public attention only in cases when something goes wrong – 
interruptions of supply or reduction of usual quality. Therefore regular communication and education of 
customers, communities and politics are essential for these services in order to focus public attention in 
their importance and the difficulties to provide regular service provision with good quality. Both our and 
GIZ survey revealed that WS operators as well as sector associations have communicated with all relevant 
local and national authorities during the crisis by providing information to the public for the quality, 
reliability and safety of the drinking water; providing assistance and support measures to the customers, 
especially those of vulnerable groups; as well as seeking financial support to overcome increase in costs 
and decrease in revenues and assistance support for the WS personnel. Introducing digital solutions or 
increasing the scope and coverage of existing ones is crucial for provision of information to the public and 
easing the access of the customers to the WS service providers.  
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Many operators at European level effectively relied on their existing risk management protocols to develop 
contingency plans that allowed for a swift and orderly reorganization of operations, thus avoiding any 
interruption of the service (including customer relations). Many public water operators set up a 'Crisis 
Unit', with an essential function: centralizing the collection of information and the elaboration of 
responses during the emergency. In some cases operators developed a sophisticated templates based on 
existing risk management methodologies in order to prioritize functions as well as to assess the level of 
risk - with regards to both contagion spread but also of potential disruption due to employees becoming 
ill - attached to each of these.  
 
Unfortunately GIZ survey discovered that the majority of WS operators and local governments in the 
Western Balkans countries surveyed in Danube region lacked up-to-date crisis management strategies and 
operating procedures to cope with crisis situations, especially such as the one resulting from a global 
pandemic threat. More than half of the respondents from both LGs and PUCs stated that they did not 
follow a concrete crisis management plan throughout the COVID-19 emergency. Most LGs and PUCs 
established a local crisis management team/headquarters to address the crisis and coordinate the 
decision-making process, although participants and main functions/activities of this unit/team were not 
based on a preliminary developed crisis management plan. Decision making structures on the local level 
were not efficient as they lacked knowledge on how to manage crisis situations and proper coordination 
and communication schemes. Most WS operators adapted their existing risk management methodology 
to cope with the COVID-19 crisis and defined the functions and services that were essential and cannot be 
interrupted and similar services that could be slowed down or temporarily disabled. 
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ANNEX 7: RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. General comments 
 
WS sector is still among the grey areas of the EU legislation. Apart from the technical legislation (directives 
governing the quality of drinking and wastewater for example), overall governance and tariff regulation of 
WS services is covered by Water Framework directive 2000/60/EC, which unfortunately sets only basic 
requirements for economic regulation of the WS services by introducing principles of recovery of the costs 
of water services, including environmental and resource costs and polluter pays. There are no detailed 
and/or operational rules for tariff setting methodologies including tariff methods, tariff structure, common 
definitions of allowed and/or economically justified costs of WS operators and approaches for their 
identification, reporting and justification, common requirements for tariff application by the operators, 
support and coordination and final approval. The process of stakeholders` involvement of the tariff process 
and tariff approval is different among the EU-member countries, as different authorities are burdened 
with this task - local municipalities, regional governments or regional regulators, national ministries or 
national regulators. The process of WS tariff setting is soaked with political influence, often willing to keep 
voters happy by keeping low tariffs that do not cover actual costs. 
 
EU legislation does not introduce common requirements for measurement, monitoring and controlling the 
quality of the services (outside the quality of the product). As WS services are complex, they require 
comprehensive approach. Many different regulators use key performance indicators (KPIs) in order to 
provide systematic and consistence measurement of performance and benchmarking of the WS service 
providers, to trace time trends and to observe the effectiveness and improvement of the utilities.  Yet, 
there is still no common methodology for definitions and calculations of relevant KPIs for the water sector 
introduced on EU-level, and each country applies their own format. This is by the way one of the most 
serious problems of benchmarking country-level performance of WS sector.  
 
As a result of the above-said, the process of tariff setting is not related to the overall service quality. 
Planning of future development of the WS providers is also not arranged on EU-level as preparation and 
approval of business plans is not required, it is done in only part of the EU-members countries but not 
always related to tariff approval. As a direct approach investment and crisis planning is not well developed, 
particularly in economically less-developed EU-member countries, and logically in non-EU member 
countries in the Danube region.  
 
Achieving resilience and stable planning in sector that is fragmented, organized and governed in various 
ways possible is not an easy task. Each of the EU countries, as well as the countries in the Danube region 
has structured and organized WS sector in a very different way, usually based on historical and other local 
obstacles. As water supply is usually perceived as “local issue” (opposite of supply of energy and gas which 
is regional and cross-border business), often WS services are arranged locally by the local governments, 
and national institutions are not always involved – or involved with different depth and competence.  This 
has been to some extent confirmed in our survey as many of the national authorities responsible for WS 
sector lack or have not collected enough data for the sector performance in 2020 in general, and the effect 
of Covid-19 in particular.  
 
WS sector in the economically less-developed countries in the Danube region suffers from many 
inefficiencies and problems – lack of full service coverage (especially in the rural areas of many countries), 
high-levels of non-revenue water and energy consumption, lower levels of effective water measurement 
(in both the system entry and exit), lack of digital solutions for asset management and consumption 
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measurement (GIS, SCADA systems, remote metering solutions) internal asset registers and information 
systems, in-depth cost registration and accounting, low levels of debt collection, ineffective customer 
service and low investment levels achieved by the service providers. Covid-19 crisis has increased and 
amplified these negatives as it has questioned the regular practices of the service providers, but the actual 
reason for the issues in the sector are located in the decades of lack of reforms in the sector and 
continuation of old practices that are not compliant with the current public needs and expectations.  
 
All crisis can and should be accepted as opportunities as they wake you up and force you to start thinking, 
to realize your potential, to question how things are currently done and if they can be changed and 
improved. Therefore Covid-19 crisis is a good chance to reconsider how WS services are organized and 
provided, and how WS sector is structured and governed on national levels. Therefore we should not let 
this crisis to go to waste4 and should use it in smart and effective ways.  
 

2. Unification of standards and common requirements at multinational level 
 
Regardless of the WS sector governance and organization (national/local level), common standards and 
requirements need to be introduced at EU-level and to be introduced in similar and consistent ways by 
the member countries. Such principles may cover the tariff setting process (common principles for tariff 
and cost structure, cost reporting and planning, justification process, involvement of stakeholders); 
business and investment planning (common requirements for business plans / programs, principles of 
capital costs reporting and planning); performance monitoring and benchmarking (common requirements 
for KPIs definitions and standards, procedure for accounting and reporting); relationships between tariffs 
and quality of services (WAREG, 2019).  
 
Introduction of common requirements will lead to more unified organization of the WS sector in different 
countries and will put WS service providers as well as all other stakeholders in more similar conditions and 
will allow for more accurate cross-border analysis and benchmarking of WS sectors. At the same time such 
common practices will strengthen WS services provision as will lead to more solid planning, coordination 
and public communication of costs, activities and tariffs in the WS sector, and may reduce political 
influence and populism. 
 

3. Increase of capacity and competence of WS providers 
 
While centralization of WS sectors in some European countries have been applied or is currently on-going, 
WS sector is still fragmented in many others. GIZ survey in 6 West Balkans countries in the Danube region 
showed that the scale of the utility companies is quite small, as 41% of the companies serve less than 5000 
customers, and only 31% serve more than 15 000 customers. Such small-scale entities cannot introduce 
good international practices and sophisticated management models, but are more or less able to provide 
basic maintenance or keep the “status quo”. This is particularly valid for countries where such entities are 
owned by small municipalities with little management and financial capabilities, and where WS sector has 
not introduced common practices and models.  
 
As consolidation processes are discussed or applied in many countries worldwide and in Europe, Covid-19 
crisis is a good opportunity to reconsider continuation of local and small-scale WS services provision, 
prepare robust analysis of its regional and demographic policies and territorial division and suggest 

 
4 " You never let a serious crisis go to waste. And what I mean by that it's an opportunity to do things you think you could not do before" Rahm 
Emanuel, https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/rahm_emanuel_409199  

https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/rahm_emanuel_409199
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optimization of the process. Even though WS consolidation is usually considered on minimum number of 
population served or provision of services inside certain administrative region, other factors also should 
be considered, such as common water sources and/or WS assets serving multiple local municipalities or 
regions; local relationship and attitude; type and form of asset and operator ownership; level of state 
involvement in making decisions in WS services at local level; potential tariff changes and many others.  
 
Nevertheless, Covid-19 crisis clearly showed that small-scale service providers cannot guarantee reliable 
service provision in such difficult times, as they usually lack required capacity and expertize, they rely 
heavily on external support (financial, technical, other), and therefore achievement of sector resilience 
and sustainability cannot be achieved. 
 

4. Introduction of proper asset and financial management as well as customer service 
practices in WS sectors on national level 

 
There are number of good international practices and management models established by theory and 
tested in practice for the proper and effective provision of WS services. The quality and availability of the 
services is related to the existence and conditions of the WS assets, financial management of the entity 
and customer service.  
 
Asset management: General basis of the economic and social development of any region is existence of 
utility infrastructure that can provide reliable service with good quality. Thus the region has competitive 
advantages as it offers conditions for business, production, tourism and social prosperity. WS sector is 
certainly one of the most capital intensive utility sectors, as initial investments to construct all and various 
assets needed for proper water supply and sanitation are enormous (water sources, two different types 
of water treatment plants, pumping and disinfection stations, as well as underground networks. As these 
assets have long useful life (pipelines continue working for more than 100 years in some cases), wrong 
decisions at the beginning of the investment phase as well as wrong maintenance strategies will have 
negative effect over decades and will need considerable efforts to correct; and improper maintenance can 
shorten their life and may lead to accumulation of significant costs for replacement for the next 
generation.  
General principles of strategic management of water and sewerage networks have been prepared in the 
late nineteens of 20th century in UK by Water Research Centre (WRc)5. Later good practices for effective 
WS management, network optimization and non-revenue water losses were introduced by number of 
experts and practitioners in IWA6. Life-cycle asset management practices valid for any types of assets 
including WS have been globally introduced by ISO standards 55000:20147. All of this knowledge is 
available but still not effectively used by the WS sectors and individual WS operators in this fragmented 
sector.  
Therefore WS sectors need to introduce general life-cycle asset management principles and methods, as 
well as specific good international practices for WS asset management like establishment of DMA zones, 
flow and pressure metering, water balance; preventive measures for reduction of reals losses - speed and 

 
5 For example: Network Analysis – a Code of Practice (1989); Reporting Comparative Leakage Performance (1994); Estimating Unmeasured Water 
Delivered (1994); Using Night Flow Data (1994); Managing water pressure (1994); Leakage Management Techniques, Technology and Training 
(1994); Sewer Rehabilitation Manual (1990) and many others. 
6 For example: Losses from Water Supply Systems: Standard Terminology and Recommended Performance Measures (2000); Managing leakage 
by District Metered areas: a practical approach (2004); Leak Detection Practices and Techniques: a practical approach (2003); Non-Revenue Water 
and its Components: A Practical Approach (2003) and many others. 
7 ISO 55000 Asset management – Overview, principles and terminology 
    ISO 55001 Asset management – Management System – Requirements 
    ISO 55002 Asset management – Management systems – Guidelines on the application of ISO 55001 
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quality of repairs; pressure management; active leakage control; asset management (selection, 
installation, maintenance, renewal and replacement); as well as to reduce commercial (apparent) losses – 
related to identification and end of theft and illegal water consumption; meter accuracy errors (meters 
that do not measure accurately, especially small flows); data transfer errors between meter and billing 
system; and needs to prepare data analysis between archived data and data used for billing / water 
balance. These measures can be introduced either as legally bounding standards by national authorities, 
or as guidance by the sector associations, but all WS operators need to be pushed to provide the same 
framework and organization in planning and day-to-day maintenance and operations. 
 
Covid-19 crisis reminded the WS operators of the importance of introduction of digital solutions for 
network management, but it has been clear for long time that such need to be introduced: 
• Smart metering solutions for water at system entry – provision of telemetry or SCADA solutions for 

data storage and data transmission from metering devices to the information systems of the operator 
and further data analysis; 

• Remote asset management through SCADA systems – including monitoring and remote operation of 
treatment plants, pumping stations, stop valves at strategic points and others; 

• GIS systems with reliable information for WS assets, terrain and urban data, information for customers 
– in order to better plan and realize all activities for the complex asset management and service 
provision; 

• Effective field activities management – through control room and proper digital solutions for effective 
management of all field teams for network investigation and repair works, customer survey, meter 
readings and any others; 

• Remote metering of customers` consumption, in order to eliminate human mistakes (both conscious 
and unconscious) data transfer errors. 

 
Financial management: Even if we consider that WS asset management is specific and unique sphere of 
knowledge, proper financial management and customer service have its basics and fundamentals that are 
generally applied to any business. Still many WS operators do not provide proper and detailed financial 
accounting of different types of costs, and there is huge gap between the economic and technical 
departments in the entity. As a result of this, financial data cannot provide information needed for 
accurate decision making for life-cycle asset management and to provide effective basis for maintenance 
and replacement strategies. This is usually related to lack of proper and accurate information for the 
existing WS assets and the ongoing repair works. On the other hand, if there is no economic regulator that 
requires in-depth accounting of costs and assets that is compliant to the types of assets and activities for 
WS services provision, the companies are not motivated to introduce such.  
 
Covid-19 crisis showed that providing sound financial information for different types of economic cost 
categories (individually by the companies and aggregated data on national basis) and analysis of how any 
external factors (such as Covid-19) have influenced costs is difficult task in the WS sectors of the countries 
surveyed in the Danube region. Therefore information is either not available, or with lower than needed 
quality. It is obvious that WS sectors need to introduce detailed requirements for accounting and reporting 
costs and assets in compliance with basic economic cost categories and types of services (WS services 
would include supply of drinking water to customers, sometimes supply of non-drinking water to 
customers, bulk water supply, sewerage, wastewater treatment; as well as other utility services like waste 
collection and disposal, public areas cleaning, gardening, cemetery management, and any other regulated 
and non-regulated activities like meter installation and repair, connection of new customers to WS 
networks). This will require additional efforts by the entities as the accounting process will become more 
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complicated, but is essentially needed to assess the efficiency of any of these activities and the adequacy 
of the tariffs.  
 
Customer service: Still in many cases WS operators consider population and companies served as 
subscribers and not as customers. Such attitude is fed by the feeling that WS services are monopolistic 
ones and there is no competition. Therefore there is no need of marketing and communication strategies 
and tools, and overall customer service is far from adequate.  GIZ analysis has clearly showed that many 
of the service providers lacked and have not introduced digital solutions and communications with their 
customers that could cover providing information for consumption, payment, questions and answers, 
submission and response of complaints. As Covid-19 crisis impacted normal social activities and introduced 
lockdown and measures for social distance, companies have been forced to introduce digital solutions very 
quickly, but are still lagging behind the standard manufactures, service suppliers and traders who have 
introduced efficient digital decisions in order to compete with the other players and effectively reach 
current and potential customers. 
  
It is questionable if and how small-scale companies in fragmented WS sectors will be able to introduce 
asset and financial management principles and models. So introduction of any standards should be 
implemented gradually, by covering as first step large and medium companies in the country, and 
insensibly continue to the small and micro companies (if no success is achieved in terms of consolidation). 
 

5. Performance monitoring and benchmarking 
 
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are systematic and consistent ways of measuring an organization’s 
performance against others in the same industry. They are widely used by organizations and industries for 
various reasons. KPIs assist organizations to understand how they are performing in relation to their 
strategic objectives and targets. They provide detailed information and quantitative analysis which permit 
organizations to make sound business decisions and monitor their progress. In addition they permit 
comparison of an organization’s performance against its peers (WAREG, 2017). 
 
More and more regulatory agencies use KPIs in order to monitor WS operators` performance, to 
benchmark companies of the same size, to assess overall quality of services and to track trends and 
progress over the years, and therefore to analyze the effectiveness of the maintenance and investment 
decisions of the service providers. Yet each regulator establishes its own KPIs. 
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There are various benchmarking platforms in the WS sector, including International Benchmarking 
Network (IBNET)8, the European Benchmarking Co-operation (EBC)9, Sigma10, Aquabench11 and others. 
Introduction of KPIs monitoring on national and/or local level will allow each country to evaluate current 
conditions of WS services provision. Each operator can be benchmarked against other companies of similar 
size. Aggregated national results can be benchmarked against other countries. Of course, in order to have 
actual benchmarking, you need to compare similar data, so information should be reported and calculated 
in similar formats (as you cannot compare “apples” and “pears”). 
This will provide basis for setting goals and targets on both national and local level, and to assess efforts 
needed to achieve these goals – introduction of asset and financial management programs, change of daily 
activities organization, investment needed and many others. Keeping track of the annual reporting you 
can understand whether there is a progress or not, therefore the measures introduced are the right ones 
and/or are implemented correctly in practice. 
 
Performance monitoring can be introduced both at local/regional and at national level in any WS sector 
regardless of its structure, organization and governance scheme. As usually WS assets are public 
ownership (either by local government / group of local governments / state) and they are provided for 
operation to public company usually owned by the asset owner (with or without delegation contract), the 
asset owner can introduce targets for achievement of certain KPIs. It is important however that national 
standards for such KPIs are introduced, so benchmarking between the different companies can be done. 
At the same time data analysis on national level is needed to be done by either sector authority (in-line 
ministry, economic regulator or both) and/or sector associations – in order to investigate progress on 
national level, provide support to those companies that do not achieve good results and stimulate the 
ones that demonstrate success. 
 
Apart from legal benchmarking (by asset owner or sector authority), voluntarily sector benchmarking can 
and should be introduced, so the companies can compare their results internally and share good practices 
and ideas.  
 

6. Business and investment planning 
 
GWOPA survey revealed most European public water utilities that participate in Aqua Publica Europea 
effectively relied on their existing risk management protocols to develop contingency plans that allowed 
for a swift and orderly reorganization of operations, thus avoiding any interruption of the service (including 

 
8 The International Benchmarking Network for Water and Sanitation Utilities (IBNET) is an initiative started by the World Bank in the late 1990s. 
The World Bank regards benchmarking an important activity to improve the performance of water and sanitation utilities worldwide. In order to 
encourage and promote benchmarking the World Bank developed a suite of software tools and guidance documents to help utilities compile, 
analyze and share performance information. IBNET seeks to encourage water and sanitation utilities to compile and share a set of core cost and 
performance indicators, and thus meet the needs of the various stakeholders. It sets forth a common set of data definitions; a minimum set of 
core indicators, and provides software to allow easy data collection and calculation of the indicators, while it also provides resources to analyze 
data and present results. https://www.ib-net.org  
9 EBC was initiated in 2005 by the national water utility associations of The Netherlands and the Nordic countries (DANVA, FIWA, Norsk Vann, 
Svenskt Vatten, Vewin) and several utilities of the 6-Cities Group (Copenhagen Energi, Helsinki Water, Oslo kommune VAV, Stockholm Vatten. EBC 
has developed a Performance Assessment Model. In it reports EBC also shows the main results from the annual benchmarking exercise in Western 
Europe. 45 utilities from 20 countries participated. Key indicators are clustered around the performance areas distinguished within the EBC 
benchmarking methodology: Coverage, Water quality, Reliability, Service quality, Sustainability and Finance & Efficiency. 
www.waterbenchmark.org  
10 Sigma is a benchmarking and performance indicators software for drinking water and wastewater utilities. The software is based on the 
International Water Association (IWA) system of performance indicators. www.sigmalite.com  
11 The benchmarking method of Aquabench GmbH is widely used management instrument of the industry available for the water and sewage 
industry. This is based on recognized standards of the industry including:  "DVGW, DWA Guidelines Benchmarking for Water Supply and 
Wastewater Disposal Companies" (2005); DVGW Leaflet W 1100 / DWA M 1100 - Benchmarking in water supply and sewage disposal (2008); 
DIN ISO 24523 "Guidelines for benchmarking of water utilities" www.aquabench.de  

https://www.ib%E2%80%90net.org/
http://www.waterbenchmark.org/
http://www.sigmalite.com/
http://www.aquabench.de/
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customer relations), by setting Crisis Units and developing sophisticated templates based on existing risk 
management methodologies. At the same time GIZ survey revealed that 81,7% of LGs and 74,1% of the 
representatives of PUCs across the 6 surveyed West Balkan countries have shared that their 
institutions/organizations lacked a crisis management plan before the start of the COVID-19 crisis. In 
addition, less than one-fourth of the existing Crisis management plan across the surveyed LGs covered the 
relevant aspects related to the local government's response in case of epidemic/crisis outbreaks and the 
provision of WSS.  
 
Some of the countries in the Danube region are not well prepared in terms of crisis and risk management. 
At the same time we should keep in mind that risk and crisis management plans cannot be prepared 
separately from the overall strategic and business plans, as they are all part of the complex planning 
process. 
 
Business planning is considered crucial for any kind of economic activity as the business plan summarizes 
all operational and financial objectives of the entity and provides all the detailed plans and programs with 
corresponding budgets demonstrating how these objectives can be implemented – or the business plan 
provides the road map of the current position to the desired final destination. Therefore any business plan 
would usually include market and competitive analysis and number of plans – marketing, management, 
operation, risk and financial plans. When we discuss the WS providers, the business plan should include 
in-depth analysis of the current status of the service area, asset condition and customer needs and forecast 
the future development of the needs of service area and customers, and how the current assets can 
support these future needs. The business plan should contain sound and realistic forecasts of the 
operational and investment costs needed to maintain the existing assets and improve their condition as 
well as reconstruct or extend the assets in order to meet future needs. Existing and future legislative 
requirements as well as asset owner standards and requirements should be analyzed, and detailed risk 
and crisis management protocols should be considered. The business plan therefore should provide all the 
strategic objectives and detailed program how these objectives will be reached and what can go wrong. 
This document needs to be consulted with all stakeholders in the service area, should be coordinated and 
approved by the asset owner / entity owner, and should be the basis for the tariff application for the period 
of the business plan.  
 
WAREG survey (2019) in 24 members discovered that in 21 of the cases surveyed, the utility prepares a 
business plan or a certain strategic document, and in 16 cases there is correlation between the business 
plan and the tariffs. Only in 8 cases however the authority that approves the tariff has regulatory power 
to approve the business plan. Some of the countries covered by WAREG survey are located in the Danube 
region and are included in both our and GIZ survey – Albania, Montenegro, Kosovo, North Macedonia, 
Bulgaria, Moldova, as well as Romania and Croatia. All of these countries have stated that the WS 
operators prepare some sort of business plans or business programs, but only in a few cases these business 
plans are formally approved by the tariff regulating entity and a correlation between the business plans 
and the tariffs is ensured. As for the other countries covered by our or GIZ survey - Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Serbia, Ukraine, there is no information for any requirements for business planning. 
 
Even though some sort of business planning is ensured in most of the countries in the Danube region, 
there is not enough information of the standards and requirements for these business plans, and therefore 
it is not clear how complex and profound are these documents, as in many cases WS operators comply 
with such requirements on formal basis. 
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7. Education and capacity building, support and coordination 
 
Many of the surveys of the Covid-19 effect on WS operators showed that most of the companies were not 
prepared to provide home office for their employees. There are various reasons for this – from lack of IT 
infrastructure allowing remote access to servers and/or local computers, to not effective organizational 
structure, job requirements and employee`s performance assessment protocols.  Therefore in such cases 
even if IT solutions are ensured, it is difficult to assign tasks and monitor their implementation by the 
employees working from home.  
 
Thus Covid-19 crisis have reminded competent authorities that the current work organization of the WS 
operators needs to be reconsidered not only in the areas of asset and financial management and customer 
service, but also in the aspect of organizational structures, internal processes, job requirements and staff 
expertize, employee`s performance monitoring and assessment and all related HR strategies. Therefore 
in-depth analysis and surveys are needed in those directions. 
 
Programs for support and capacity building are essential if we are willing to change the status quo. We 
already mentioned that good practices and guidance for proper WS asset management and efficiency 
optimization are available for more than 20 years worldwide, but many of the WS operators in the 
countries surveyed in the Danube region are either not aware, or have not introduced them into their daily 
organization and practices. In order to improve sector resilience and sustainability, solid asset 
management, financial management and customer service solutions and practices need to be integrated 
at all levels of entities` organizational structure, decision making and business planning.  
 
Positive fact is that all surveyed countries have WS sector associations. GIZ survey provided excellent cases 
of good practices of WS sector associations in North Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Albania and Serbia, as well as compendium of documents outlining the impact of the COVID 
– 19 crises on PUCs and LGs in the target economies. We can see the difference in comparison with the 
countries in Central Asia where in most cases WS sector has not organized such associations. WS 
associations can be the active link between the international scientists and practitioners who can share 
knowledge and competence, the local WS operators who need to increase their capacity and expertize, 
and the relevant stakeholders (national and local authorities and customer organizations). 
At the same time WS associations need to be strengthened in all areas needed – organizationally, 
logistically and financially by the competent national authorities as well as international donors with target 
support measures, in order to be able to boost sector knowledge and competence.  
Covid-19 crisis reminded us that WS sector is not prioritized by both the national politics and the public. 
Even in times of emergency pandemic situation when personal and public hygiene was extremely 
prioritized, reliable supply of safe drinking water and sanitation was not prioritized in the countries 
surveyed in the Danube region. Therefore dramatic change in vision, perspective and attitude is needed.  
 
National authorities have allocated public funds to support business and population, especially from 
vulnerable groups, but somehow missed the public WS providers, even though operators and sector 
associations requested specific support from their central government, regulatory authorities (where 
applicable), IFIs/donor and other stakeholders in terms of financial assistance including tax exemptions, 
regular reimbursement and/or reduction of VAT, payment of salaries and social security contributions for 
the staff. GIS survey clearly demonstrated that apart from some good examples, very few operators have 
received financial assistance from the state to compensate for the increased expenditures and reduced 
revenues. Our survey proved that fact showing that in only 24% of the cases the entities responded that 
some form of financial support for salaries and social payments for sick or quarantined personnel have 
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been provided, and in 18% of the cases such support has been provided for home office personnel. In 
some of the cases such support has been provided as operating expenses to the WS operators by local 
governments, in other cases target programs have been applied for risk group of employees. In fewer 
cases WS operators have received financial support due to reduced revenues from WS services (13%) and 
any target financial support (6%).  
 
Therefore significant efforts and communication by the stakeholders are needed to change attitude and 
perception by national authorities, politics and public towards WS sector. At the same it is obvious that 
WS sector does not apply good practices and modern solutions, lacks long-term planning and is vulnerable 
to crisis. Therefore current operators` organization and performance needs to be revised, updated and 
modernized. 
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