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Access to clean water and sanitation—taken for 

granted in affluent countries—is a daily problem for 

over one-third of the world’s population. The problem 

is exacerbated by the absence of effective water 

management in developing countries. An innovative 

response to this critical problem developed by 
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based platform that monitors wells and pumps 
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Case in Brief
Access to clean water and sanitation—taken for granted in affluent 
countries—is a daily problem for over one-third of the world’s population. 
The problem is exacerbated by the absence of effective water management 
in developing countries. An innovative response to this critical problem 
developed by Akvo.org is Akvo FLOW—an open source sensor-based 
platform that monitors wells and pumps in Africa, Asia, Central and  
South America and the Middle East to create a real-time reporting system 
that is revolutionizing the way authorities manage water quality and water 
supply issues. 

The technology behind Akvo FLOW was introduced by Akvo in 2010 by a 
non-government organization (NGO) called Water For People. In 2012 Water 
For People partnered with Akvo, an open source software development 
group, to create the open source online tool. As of August 2013, Akvo 
FLOW water monitoring tools are being used by 69 water management 
organizations1 in 28 countries to measure and assess the performance 
of existing water and sanitation infrastructure.2 As defined in the Global 
Solution Networks taxonomy,3 Akvo’s FLOW product is a “platform” network 
providing a platform on which others then organize. 

A New Paradigm for 
Water Management
In developing areas of the world, water and sanitation development work is 
a constant challenge to efforts aimed at improving the lives of those living 
in poverty. Around the world, 783 million people lack access to safe drinking 
water and 2.5 billion are without adequate sanitation facilities. Every day, 
nearly 6,000 people die from water-related illnesses, and the vast majority of 
these are children.4

In locations where such problems are common, new infrastructure is an 
obvious solution. But more often than not, there is also a need for more 
sophisticated water management capabilities, including the capacity to 
monitor existing water infrastructure more effectively. 

When Thomas Bjelkeman-Pettersson, Co-Director and Co-Founder of Akvo, 
first entered the international development sector he observed that most 
organizations were using the Internet as brochure-ware. For example, NGOs 
and aid organizations developed websites to publish reports and market 
their activities to potential donors, but rarely did they use technology to 
fundamentally change the way they designed and delivered programs and 
services.5 Bjelkeman-Pettersson saw an opportunity to use information 
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technology in a more productive and innovative fashion. In particular, he 
observed that the water management sector could benefit tremendously 
from the ability to access reliable, current and useful data about the state 
of water infrastructure in developing countries. Akvo FLOW emerged as 
the first manifestation of Bjelkeman-Pettersson’s vision of information 
technology as a transformational force in development. “There is a 
fundamental change,” he states “when everything is interconnected and you 
have the ability to speak to and connect with everyone.”6 

Akvo FLOW overview7

Prior to the availability of Akvo FLOW, fieldwork to assess water and 
sanitation infrastructure relied on manual data capture and collation using 
paper-based surveys. Data collection was slow and the tabulations rife with 
errors. Once the data was collected, it often took too long to reach the 
appropriate audiences. Akvo FLOW solves this problem by deploying survey 
software that runs on Android mobile phones. The tool allows field workers 
to more efficiently collect, report and analyze data regarding the status 
of sanitation and water infrastructure. Surveys can contain virtually any 
element that project leaders consider valuable, including text, photos, videos, 
barcodes and audio clips. As data is gathered and surveys are submitted to 
central databases, the information becomes instantly visible to all project 
members via the FLOW dashboard.

Development of the FLOW platform for monitoring water infrastructure 
began in 2010, through work done by the NGO Water For People. In 
2012 Water For People partnered with Akvo, an open source software 
development group and broadened the vision for how the tool could be used 
in development work. The resulting platform enables data collection via a 
field study application that Akvo developed and calls Akvo RSR, or Really 
Simple Reporting. Akvo RSR runs on Android phones and incorporates 
GPS, camera, and custom adaptive surveys combined with a web-based 
dashboard and visual map-based reporting tools that integrate with Google 

“ Around the world, 
783 million people 
lack access to safe 
drinking water 
and 2.5 billion are 
without adequate 
sanitation facilities. 
Every day, nearly 
6,000 people 
die from water-
related illnesses, 
and the vast 
majority of these 
are children.”
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“ ...its platform is 
designed to enable 
aid networks 
to monitor and 
evaluate all kinds 
of initiatives in the 
world’s poorest 
and most remote 
places—from 
the allocation 
of government 
funds, to individual 
projects, to detailed 
analysis of impact 
in the field.”

Maps and Google Earth. While Akvo FLOW is was developed to survey 
water points and pumps in developing countries, the suite of Akvo products, 
which includes Akvo RSR, Akvo Open Aid (an online tool that provides 
for transparency in funding allocation) and Akvopedia (a Wikipedia clone 
for sharing resources information and best practices) can also be used to 
monitor a variety of projects and infrastructure. Indeed, the Akvo team 
claims that its platform is designed to enable aid networks to monitor and 
evaluate all kinds of initiatives in the world’s poorest and most remote 
places—from the allocation of government funds, to individual projects, to 
detailed analysis of impact in the field.8 As of August 2013, Akvo FLOW was 
used by 69 organizations9 in 28 countries,10 including partnerships with the 
United Nations, UNICEF, and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. 

Akvo FLOW has been deployed in some of the world’s toughest 
environments. For example, after the lengthy and devastating civil wars,11 
the Liberian government, in collaboration with UNICEF and the World Bank, 
called on Akvo and Water for People to help evaluate the impact of the 
war on Liberia’s water infrastructure. By providing a platform for remote 
monitoring, Akvo FLOW enabled field workers to gather and analyze data on 
water-related assets and processes across Liberia—data that could, in turn, 
be used to better focus resources on rebuilding priority assets and improving 
the living conditions in the most challenged areas.

As has been the case in most Akvo FLOW applications, the project team 
initially found not only that the Liberian government had limited or inaccurate 
information about its water assets, but that there was a profound need to 
improve (and in some cases, rebuild) large portions of its infrastructure. 
After a nation-wide mapping of 10,000 water points using Akvo FLOW, a 
water atlas and a set of policy guidelines were produced for improving water 
management. The Liberian government is now using this data to implement a 
comprehensive plan to improve sanitation and water provision. 

Some of the key implementation challenges in Liberia were technical, 
especially in rural areas lacking reliable Internet service or mobile 
telecommunication access. But Akvo has devised ways of working around 
these limitations so that the platform is still functional, even where 
connectivity is limited. Each phone using the Akvo RSR app has the ability 
to store a substantial amount of survey information, which means that data 
can be collected offline for weeks if required. When a mobile connection is 
detected, Akvo RSR transmits the information to a central database. From 
there the information (including survey photos, video and audio) can be 
accessed globally. 

At a similar project based in Sierra Leone, data for about 30,000 water 
points was collected completely offline, with the enumerators (150 in the 
case of Sierra Leone) delivering the phones to field managers every two 
weeks. The field managers downloaded the data from the phones to their 
laptops and then uploaded it to the Akvo FLOW database when they could 
access an Internet connection. Dr. Mark Tiele Westra, editor and programme 
manager at Akvo, expects the connectivity problems to lessen with time, 
which will reduce the lag in data transmission. “You would be surprised how 
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quickly Internet connectivity is spreading around the world,” he says. “Strong 
3G networks providing Internet connectivity are becoming the norm, and are 
available in urban centers in almost all countries around the world.”12 

Akvo is investing in platform upgrades that will enable government officials 
in Liberia, Sierra Leone and elsewhere to monitor their networks in real-time. 
“We are creating some new functionalities that allow enumerators to go back 
to a water point and update the sensors, so the government can start to 
monitor the water infrastructure on a regular basis,” says Dr. Westra. “For this 
whole process, the flow of information enabled by the Akvo FLOW platform 
is crucial.”13

The Liberian National Monitoring Unit Development Process14

Step 1:  Akvo installed the Liberian WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene) 
monitoring system and transferred all data to the new Akvo FLOW 
1.5 database at the Ministry of Public Works.

Step 2: All of the NGOs working in the WASH sector in Liberia registered on 
the Akvo RSR system to get access to monitoring updates.

Step 3: Once registered, NGOs can also put the projects they are working 
on online and send updates on progress from the field to the central 
database.

Step 4: Participating NGOs purchased Android smartphones for monitoring 
using the Akvo RSR application. Official project completion forms 
(in this case well and latrine completion forms) were digitized and 
installed on the smartphones.

Step 5: Once project teams build a well or a latrine, they complete the forms 
(along with the longitude and latitude coordinates of the water point, 
pictures, video, etc.) on their phones.

Step 6: The collected data is automatically sent to the WASH dashboard if 
an Internet connection is available. If no connection is available, data 
can be sent via mobile telecommunications or downloaded from the 
phones directly.

Step 7: Data is collected from the field feeds into the newly established 
Liberia WASH portal. The dashboard provides access to maps  
and simple graphics (such as histograms and pie charts) to aid rapid 
analysis.

Step 8: Data can be exported to Excel spreadsheets for more advanced 
analysis.

Akvo’s FLOW platform has also been used to help settle disputes over shared 
water resources in regions such as the Zambezi river basin, an area that 
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encompasses over 1.3 million square kilometers and is inhabited by 30 million 
residents of eight countries: Angola, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Zambia, 
Tanzania, Malawi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Mozambique. 
Warfare, poverty, and regime change have been commonplace in many of 
these countries and water rights cooperation has not received adequate 
prioritization. The Akvo platform has helped ameliorate disputes. Similarly, 
the Danube travels through fifteen European States (and, because it flows 
into the Black Sea, impacts many more) including countries that foster 
long-simmering political conflicts.15 While Akvo plays no role in actually 
brokering solutions or establishing new rules, it can assist those governments 
by providing valuable and reliable data. According to Dr. Westra, “Our tools 
provide a way for governments to get data and have a fact-based discussion. 
While they still may debate about policy, there should be no disagreements 
about facts.”16

Partners Boost the Impact and 
Effectiveness of Akvo FLOW 
Partnerships with various stakeholders are integral to many aspects of 
Akvo’s work, allowing them to provide access to local knowledge, contacts 
for key decision makers and human resources to deploy in the field. In its 
early projects, Akvo relied heavily on partnerships with local NGOs and 
international organizations like the World Bank in order to broker important 
relationships and align the platform features with the needs of the local 
government. Akvo’s working relationship with the World Bank in Liberia, 
for example, helped familiarize Akvo’s project teams with local conditions 
and key players in government. According to Dr. Westra, local knowledge 
is critical to success. “We are very fortunate that the organization that 
organized the work—Water and Sanitation Programme (WSP) of the World 
Bank—is very experienced in this type of setting, and they know the local 
actors very well.”17 Increasingly, however, Akvo finds itself dealing directly 
with governments, which means that it almost always works in well-
aligned environments and has the ability to foster better outcomes. “As 
an organization, we firmly believe in the importance of working with and 
strengthening the capacities of local government,” says Westra.18 

Partners also play an important role in helping Akvo collect data where 
connectivity limitations prevent automatic data transmission. Akvo does not 
have the manpower to send enumerators out into the field and thus relies 
on its partners in NGOs and governments to supply capable staff members. 
Dr. Westra claims that the success of the platform and the accuracy of the 
data it collects depend on the quality and training of the enumerators, so 
Akvo works closely with its partners in government to provide the requisite 
training before deploying staff in the field. To further ensure accuracy, Akvo’s 
technology provides a number of key accuracy indicators such as the GPS 
readings and the timestamp, which indicate when and where the data is 

“ The water 
challenges facing 
developing 
countries are 
further magnified 
by an unfortunate 
paradox. As 
countries develop, 
citizen expectations 
for clean water 
increase. At 
the same time, 
increased economic 
development 
and population 
growth are placing 
ever greater 
demands on water 
infrastructure. ”
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collected. “This [data] provides a field manager with a way to check what his/
her enumerators are doing,” according to Westra.19

Security is a another important challenge for Akvo, especially given that 
much of its work is completed in unstable parts of the world, including 
countries recovering from civil wars. Akvo maintains security by working 
with local field workers who are familiar with the affected regions. Their 
knowledge of the potential risks and required safety precautions has proven 
indispensable to Akvo’s foreign team members. Akvo has also developed a 
set of policies that cover standards for behaviour and relationships with local 
governments. For example, Akvo avoids working with what Dr. Westra calls 
“dangerous data,” such as refugee data from conflict zones. “If we do not feel 
comfortable with the possible use that can be made with the data, we don’t 
engage in a project,” he says.20

Relying on partnerships with the governments of developing countries allows 
Akvo to concentrate its efforts on improving its platform implementation and 
on building local capacity for effective water and hygiene management. But 
such partnerships do have challenges. As Westra points out, “Governments 
in developing countries often face severe restrictions in resources, both 
monetary and people. Usually, the people in the government that work on 
any specific area are overloaded—trying to do too many things with too little 
people. This makes it hard to find the required continuity and manpower to 
get stuff done.”21 When governments are decentralized, which is often the 
case in developing countries, resources and IT skills are often unavailable. 
Government bodies in capital cities may have computer infrastructure and IT 
support, for example, but government officials in rural areas are much less 
likely to have access.22

It’s beyond Akvo’s scope to supply local computing infrastructure, but such 
capacity gaps could undermine project success. Akvo and Water for People 
have ambitious goals for the Akvo FLOW platform. To accomplish them, they 
need the governments that use the tools, data, and forums to pursue self-
sufficiency with respect to water management. This partnership approach 
is necessary to allow scalability, especially with a small senior management 
team. Ned Breslin, CEO of Water For People,23 reinforces the importance of 
the project’s sustainability: “Since human beings adapt to improved water 
quality, if improved water sources are removed, the people are worse off than 
if the technology was never introduced.”24

Akvo’s Global Solution Network 
With an ethos and modus operandi closer to a nimble Internet start-up than 
a traditional NGO, Akvo’s broader global solution network consists of a 
large and diverse group of partners that help expand the reach and impact 
of its tools and platforms. According to Dr. Westra, “Akvo represents a 
new way of working in the development sector. We operate like an Internet 

“ With its products 
increasingly being 
utilized across 
the development 
sector, Akvo finds 
itself working with 
a very wide range 
of partners: from 
small NGOs, to 
UN organisations, 
knowledge 
institutes, network 
organizations and 
governments. ”
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start-up, with products, clients, fast innovation and lots of collaboration,” 
he says. This is quite a departure from traditional roles in the development 
sector where government, NGOs and private sector companies often 
operate independently. With its products increasingly being utilized across 
the development sector, Akvo finds itself working with a very wide range 
of partners: from small NGOs, to UN organisations, knowledge institutes, 
network organizations and governments.25 During 2012, Akvo initiated 83 
partnership programs including the following: 

Football for Water: A four-year partnership to improve drinking water, 
hygiene and sanitation in schools in Mozambique, Ghana and Kenya, 
developed with the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dutch Royal Soccer 
Union, UNICEF, Simavi, Vitens Evides International and Aqua for All.26

          

F                   Football for Water mission statement web page27

Open UN-Habitat: An open data project that makes data collected from the 
UN-Habitat projects available to interested researchers and development 
practitioners around the world. The program operates under the assumption 
that there is a positive correlation between information transparency and  
aid effectiveness.28 



© Global Solution Networks 2014

8
Akvo.org
Lighthouse Case Study

Aqua for All: A Dutch organization whose goal is “to sustainably increase the 
number of people with access to safe drinking water and adequate sanitation 
service.”29 Specifically, Aqua for All aims to provide 400,000 of the world’s 
poorest people with safe water and/or adequate sanitation by enabling 
funding of 8 million in water and sanitation programs by the end of 2014. The 
program has brought more than 120 programs online by deploying Akvo RSR 
and plays an important role in engaging Akvo with other organizations in the 
development sphere.30 

Akvopedia: Curating 
an Open Source Water 
Management Resource

Akvopedia home page31

Akvo encourages its partners and users to share their water-and-sanitation-
related knowledge, experiences and data openly with other community 
members, in effect creating a knowledge network to complement the 
Akvo FLOW platform. The community’s knowledge and data is curated 
in Akvopedia, an open source wiki with a similar philosophy and look and 
feel to Wikipedia. Like Wikipedia, it is a carefully monitored database, 
with distributed editors who review and approve content and changes. 
The community wiki is integral to the platform’s success. It links Akvo’s 
various partners into a broader global solution network that can share data, 
ideas, insights and strategies to improve water and sanitation processes in 
developing countries. 
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By the end of 2012, Akvopedia had 1.1 million page views and was receiving 
3,000 page visits per day. During the first half of 2013, these numbers 
grew by more than 75%.32 According to project manager Hans Merton, the 
goal is to become the community knowledge depository for WASH (water, 
sanitation and hygiene). He tells us, “Strategically we operate on two basic 
pillars: building great content together with new and existing partners and 
improving technology so that we can add new features and functionality to 
enable people to effectively network.”33 For example, if there is an article 
about a water pump, additional information will be included such as the 
project on which it was used, up-to-date field data on how the pumps 
performed under different conditions and contact information for the 
relevant content managers. In Merton’s words, “Sharing information plus 
connecting people equals knowledge.”34

Dr. Westra believes that Akvopedia is important for Akvo because it 
reinforces the mission of the network. “It shows that we are not only about 
software, but also about content and about our mission to improve people’s 
lives. We don’t simply stop with the software products.” And because 
Akvopedia is about very down-to-earth stuff like pumps, toilets and drilling, 
Westra argues that their participation in curating the community’s knowledge 
helps them keep both feet on the ground, “reminding us all the time,” as he 
puts it, “about the practical problems of real people that we are trying to 
help solve.”35

Much of Akvopedia’s content comes from a cohort of partners including 
the International Reference Centre and the Pacific Institute.36 Currently, 
many articles are available in English, French and Spanish. Going forward, 
Akvopedia strives to make all content available in those languages and add 
others. In addition, an Emergency and Sustainability portal will be developed 
as the mandate grows to include information about food security.37

Performance Metrics
The Akvo team measures performance in the following categories: 

•	 improved quality and impact of services performed by 
users,

•	 improved effectiveness and efficiency of user monitoring 
operations,

•	 increased usage,

•	 increased data transparency,

•	 increased exposure to the development sector,

•	 improved service quality. 

“ Sharing information 
plus connecting 
people equals 
knowledge. ”
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At a macro level, they measure any increase in the number of safe pumps 
and wells within developing areas of the world, any decrease in the mortality 
rate (and other health metrics) that is ascribed to the consumption of unsafe 
water, and the incidence of new WASH projects funded. (Akvo estimates 
that by the end of 2012, its systems enabled at least ¤150 million worth 
of development cooperation projects, and were starting to open new 
opportunities that would translate to billions more.)38 At a micro level, Akvo 
helps its partners by providing a layer of digital services that enable them to 
quickly scale up new programs and initiatives.

Management Dashboard39

Achievement Indicators of achievement

1. Improved quality/
impact of services 
performed by users

Impact indicators as measured and reported by users

Users reporting on how using Akvo FLOW has led 
to the most significant change and/or increased 
measurable impact of their operations.

2. Improved 
effectiveness/
efficiency of 
user monitoring 
operations

Users reporting the most significant change in how 
Akvo FLOW has changed their monitoring practice

Users reporting positive cost-benefit of Akvo FLOW

3. Increased usage 
volume 

Countries where Akvo FLOW is used 

Organizations using Akvo FLOW

Phones actively contributing data

Surveys completed

Data points collected

Page views on documentation site

4. Increased 
transparency of 
data

Users reporting using data to create reports for public 
or beneficiaries

Users making their data publicly accessible

Data points accessible through Akvo FLOW

Application program interface (API) calls that request 
data from FLOW

5. Increased exposure 
to the development 
sector 

Page views on Akvo FLOW webpages

People opening e-newsletter

Mentions in press

Presentations at events
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The Future
Akvo plans to extend its Akvo FLOW platform into new areas of the world 
(including a new hub in East Africa that will provide local support to users) 
and through additional partnerships. Since the data from the programs 
are open source and shared via Creative Commons, each application of 
the technology raises the value of the entire network. Dr. Westra believes 
that long-term partnerships and relationships will be key to ensuring that 
Akvo can help developing countries leverage the transformative potential 
of information technology. “Having access to a good platform is one thing, 
but incorporating digital tools into core programs and services will require 
ongoing training, capacity building and reinforcement,” he says. That, in turn, 
means providing good support through local hubs and working with partners 
over multiple years.40 

Akvo’s overall mandate will also continue to expand. As clients become 
comfortable with the technology, and especially with the use of smartphones 
to collect and share information, the opportunities for use will increase. 
For example, Liberians are using their mobile devices to capture images 
of illegal fishing, which they promptly share with local authorities. Akvo’s 
impact will also grow as the power of the underlying technology improves. 
Each generation of mobile devices becomes more powerful with respect to 
processing speed, memory capacity and video/photo capabilities. Also, the 
Internet of Things41 comes into play—billions of sensors around the world 
are constantly collecting data and Akvo FLOW can enable their programs to 
access, analyze and share this information. 

Implications for 
Network Leaders
Providing access to clean water and effective sanitation is a fundamental part 
of development work. With the Akvo FLOW platform, the job of maintaining 
these vital infrastructures has become more affordable and much more 
effective for NGOs and local governments that are struggling with outmoded, 
labor-intensive methods. Successes in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ghana and other 
places have built confidence in the Akvo technology and won the support of 
major players like the World Bank. As a result, the Akvo network has grown 
quickly while staying true to its core mandate of improving people’s lives 
while operating in a transparent, inclusive manner. The key implications for 
network leaders are:

Survey-based data collection methods increase productivity and reliability. 
Many developing countries not only lack adequate infrastructure to provide  
clean water and sanitation, they also lack the skills, systems and resources to 

“ 

Each generation 
of mobile devices 
becomes more 
powerful with 
respect to 
processing speed, 
memory capacity 
and video/photo 
capabilities. Also, 
the Internet of 
Things comes 
into play—billions 
of sensors 
around the world 
are constantly 
collecting data 
and Akvo FLOW 
can enable their 
programs to 
access, analyze 
and share this 
information.”
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effectively monitor the infrastructure that has been built by local authorities, 
NGOs and international institutions like the World Bank. In the absence of 
effective information technology, monitoring efforts are characteristically 
slow, labour intensive and unreliable.

By contrast, Akvo’s efficient survey-based platform runs on accessible mobile 
phone technology and can both lower the cost of monitoring and speed up 
the collection of reliable data. Furthermore, the sharing of data across the 
network allows each member of the network to assess their progress against 
the achievements of other localities and to identify new opportunity areas. 
Beyond the issues of water and hygiene, the capabilities of the Akvo product 
set offer unlimited opportunity to collect data on development challenges 
from education to climate to health to food distribution, among other issues.

GSNs provide access to complementary skill sets that boost the capacity 
for effective platform implementation. As a modest open source software 
provider, Akvo does not have the manpower or the requisite skill sets to 
transform water and sanitation or other local services on its own. But Akvo’s 
global solution network increases its capacity tremendously, providing 
access to the complementary human resources and knowledge flows 
required to successfully implement the Akvo FLOW platform and to improve 
services in challenging conditions. In this web of collaboration, each partner 
brings complementary skills and capabilities. Akvo’s partnerships with NGOs 
and local governments, for example, provide local knowledge and on-the-
ground resources that Akvo needs to deploy the platform at scale. In turn, 
Akvo provides technology leadership and skills development to its partners 
in government and the NGO sector. According to Westra, “In many cases, 
NGOs don’t have the capacity and skills to determine what to invest in; it is 
our job to help them understand the IT world.”42 

Carefully cultivated relationships with local government pave the way for 
operational success. The success of the FLOW platform can be partially 
credited to Akvo’s finesse in building partnerships and to the diplomacy of 
its leadership. The organization only sets up initiatives in areas where it has a 
working relationship or at least tacit agreements with the local government 
(senior management is cognizant of the fact that this obstacle means that 
they cannot service all the regions in which they might be needed). Since 
its work requires transparency and access to data and infrastructure, it is 
counter-productive to be at odds with the local government. 

A flat network structure generates efficiencies, innovation and growth. 
Akvo deliberately developed a solution network with very little hierarchy. At 
the project level, network leaders encourage input from all team members 
and stakeholders in order to shape customized solutions that meet the 
unique challenges of locality being serviced. At the network level, Akvo 
encourages collaboration and knowledge sharing between localities and 
among its extensive network of partners in business and the non-profit 
sector. Peer-to-peer collaboration creates efficiencies, drives innovation 
and promotes faster growth of the Akvo FLOW platform. The transparency 
and openness of the broader solution network also enables all members 
and practitioners to investigate the success and challenges associated with 
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current programs, collaborate on water management solutions and share 
best practices. 

A community knowledge resource for the network can help capture 
a diverse and evolving knowledge base. Akvopedia provides an ideal 
tool for underpinning knowledge sharing and collaboration around the 
Akvo products. The wiki is evolving into both an information source and a 
community hub that is constantly improving and growing. Although it is 
modelled after Wikipedia (including the same look and feel) and everyone 
can make changes, all content and edits are reviewed and approved by 
dedicated editors because accuracy and consistency are vital given the 
importance of water and sanitation services to public health. 

A ‘product and service’ orientation builds sustainability and resiliency 
into the network. While Akvo operates as a not-for-profit, its senior team 
reinforce that it is also a “not-for-loss” and embraces the ethos of an Internet 
start-up that delivers products and services with a social mission. In fiscal 
2012 it generated just ¤311,000 in profit on ¤2.7 million in revenue.43 

The organization generates revenue both from the platform and the training 
services it provides to clients. Users of the Akvo products pay a setup fee of 
¤7,000 and an annual fee of ¤2,500 per year, which go to the organization’s 
revenue. In addition, according to Westra, “a week of training costs about 
¤5,000.” Some clients may pay ¤25-30,000 to learn how to use the tools 
with Akvo’s training, although some groups manage to do it for much less.

Although the Akvo organization still relies on grant funding for most 
of its operating funds there is an opportunity to close this gap through 
the fee structures. In addition, Akvo’s leadership estimates that it has 
potential to produce income based on the market value of the collected 
information. Akvo’s product and service orientation reinforces resiliency 
and sustainability in an environment where many initiatives are heavily (in 
some cases exclusively) dependent on funding from international donors and 
foundations. 

Multi-disciplinary teams increase the speed and effectiveness of software 
development. Rather than simply handing off the required software specs, 
Akvo had development professionals, water and sanitation experts and 
software coders work hand-in-hand to develop the FLOW platform. Their 
input proved critical to getting the features and usability right since Akvo 
FLOW applications empower field workers to collect data, and also retrieve 
and analyze information. Since equipment, sensors, browsers and access 
devices evolve quickly, rapid development cycles have made teamwork 
between strategists and programmers an imperative. 

Repurposing infrastructure and training maximizes the impact of the 
platform. The flexibility of the Akvo FLOW platform means that NGO and 
government users can repurpose the same infrastructure and skills for other 
development applications. For clients, this makes investments in Akvo’s 
services more attractive; once clients are trained on using Akvo FLOW’s 
apps and smartphones, the transformational development possibilities are 
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abundant. Just as people in Liberia started using Akvo FLOW and their 
smartphones to record information about illegal fishing, others in Ghana used 
their phones and the software to collect data about a newly launched mobile 
health project. 

by Mike Dover for Global Solution Networks
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Ten Types of Global Solution Networks
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