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VNG International’s LOGO South programme is all about 
building capacity in collaboration with local governments 
and water boards in 17 developing countries. Water is 
central to this mission. Improving the quality of drinking 
water, producing more litres for the same amount of 
money (or preferably less), keeping the area dry, draining 
water into a sewage system – these are all issues that are 
dealt with locally. And they involve much more than just 
technology: they’re about administration, participation and 
decision making. Building administrative capacity is one of 
LOGO South’s primary goals.

VNG International follows a number of basic principles in the 
implementation of its programme. First and foremost: focus 
on working with existing organizations and structures. After 
all, it is their capacity that needs to be increased. Creating 
organizations similar to existing ones – a very common 
practice in development projects – needs to be avoided. 
 A second principle is: start with existing requirements. 
Goals correspond with existing needs or demands, such as 
stopping the salinization of the coastal area of Surinam, 
preventing flooding of the Buffalo river in Buffalo City, 
South Africa, and improving the quality of water in Egypt.
 A third principle is: do what you’re good at. This means 
that knowledge from Dutch organizations in similar fields is 
used. It could be a waterworks, a city’s sewage department, 
a district water board. VNG International calls this the 
colleague-to-colleague approach, which is based on mutual 
trust and respect.

VNG International helps with the practical side of the 
exchange process, manages a sustainable build-up of 
capacity and the dissemination of everything that has 
been learned and that works. VNG International is not only 
interested in creating successful projects, it also wants 
as many comparable organizations as possible to benefit 
from of the dissemination of knowledge and new insights 

that are gained. So, it’s about more than the one-on-
one relationship between municipalities or water boards. 
Projects often serve as examples of similar processes in 
other locations, such as creating the polder authority in 
Indonesia. Or they can yield educational material that are 
used by local training institutes, as happened in South 
Africa. Problems that arise are presented to organizations 
capable of preventing them, for example through national 
legislation or a change in subsidy regulations.

In each country, collaboration is deliberately sought with 
multiple organizations working towards the same goal. 
As a result, these organizations can collaborate with each 
other too; colleagues don’t always have to come from the 
Netherlands. That is the case in Egypt, where three water 
companies work on the same goal, namely improved water 
quality. This is also happening in South Africa, where 
two district water boards have been created as a pilot 
for the national policy on the decentralization of water 
management.  

The fact that colleagues meet internationally, doesn’t 
automatically lead to more capacity for improving water 
quality or management. Cultural differences must be bridged 
and the specific political context in which the work is carried 
out, must always be considered. 
 VNG International ensures that people don’t travel 
abroad without good reason. Here too, preparation is 
essential, and every trip must be carefully planned. For 
everybody involved in LOGO South, it means hard work.
 The foundation functions as a direct point of contact 
between municipalities and water boards, which affects 
the organizations and the context in which they work. 
Or, as a member of a South African water board said: ‘The 
cooperation has brought tremendous personal growth and 
has created awareness of what can be achieved.’
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A flooded street in Semarang, 
Indonesia
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contaminate water in wells and pumps.’ That’s how refuse 
collection also affects the quality of the water.

in the netherlands

Around the world, water is affected by political decisions 
on various levels, and it’s no different in the Netherlands. 
What distinguishes water management in the Netherlands 
is the fact that it’s decentralized. The country’s water cycle 
consists of five different administrative layers. The Ministry 
of Waterways and Public Works manages all public waterways 
(rivers, canals and open water) and consequently manages 
water on a national level. On a regional level the district 
water boards are responsible for water safety and water 
purification. Next, municipalities are responsible for aspects 
such as sewers within the municipality. In addition, there are 
the water companies who are responsible for the purification 
and distribution of drinking water. The provincial board, 
finally, manages the ground water and the shipping routes 
and supervises the water boards and municipalities.
 Collaboration between these parties is hugely significant 
for the water quality in the Netherlands. Luzette Wagenaar 
explains why: ‘If we all work independently, that will reduce 
the optimization of the result, because all parties in the 
process depend on each other. If there’s a problem at the 
first link of the chain, this will automatically affect the rest. 
The system is quite vulnerable. Suppose there is a lot of 
rain and the sewage treatment plants can’t handle the large 
quantities of water. The district water boards can then reach 
an agreement with the municipality to stop the sewage and 
regulate the flow of water.’ 

tWinning

Twinning projects often encounter problems related 
to cultural differences. VNG International has offered 
substantial practical assistance in resolving these conflicts 
through the LOGO South programme. Van Haersma Buma: 

The everyday practice of water management, for example the 
creation of a polder, may seem like a purely technological 
enterprise at first sight. Its political character may not be 
apparent to everybody, but it’s nevertheless very relevant. 
Access to clean water and sanitation is one of the basic 
necessities of life, which lends this subject much more 
political weight. Residents of a particular area depend on 
political decisions about allotting or withholding funds 
for properly operating facilities. The technical aspect is 
secondary, since everything depends on the initial political 
will. This also applies to maintenance issues. Once a system 
has been installed, it still costs money. It’s a political 
decision to spend money on essential maintenance, as is 
deciding who will pay for it and how much. 
 Water is linked to various policy areas. Drinking water 
facilities, waste water management and other forms of 
water management can’t be separated from urban planning, 
for example, since these sectors have a significant mutual 
impact. Robert Schröder gives an example: ‘What do you do 
in developing countries when it comes to illegal settlements? 
Do you, as the local government, want people to live there or 
not? If you install infrastructure for drinking water, you are, 
in a sense, legitimizing the settlement. In that respect, water 
management is an important political instrument.’ 
 In the water sector there are certain elements that 
depend on each other and on the local government. You can’t 
provide drinking water facilities, without simultaneously 
creating sewage treatment plants. ‘If there is no sewage 
treatment, and waste is simply dumped in the river, you will 
create conflicts with municipalities further downstream, who 
extract their drinking water from it,’ Schröder says.
 ‘Waste collection is also a factor in water management,’ 
Michiel van Haersma Buma argues. He was in Ghana to assess 
the LOGO South twinning projects. ‘If the streets are cleaner 
because refuse is collected and they are swept clean, this will 
have a positive impact on the population’s health. It’s also 
better for the environment because plastic that lies around 
for a long time will pollute the ground water. This will also 

‘In some countries, government integrity isn’t the same 
as it is in the Netherlands. When local authorities are in 
power for a certain period, they want to “reap the benefits” 
as well. The question is, how do you deal with that?’ VNG 
International provides tight project management and acts 
as an intermediary to provide the management expertise 
required to deal with these circumstances.
 Through LOGO South, VNG International organizes 
meetings with project partners in the Netherlands and 
the national coordinators in developing countries. 
VNG International has established a number of lines 
of communication and a structure for international 
collaboration. In the area of governance, water, urban 
planning, waste management and housing, decisive steps 
have been taken in many countries since the inception of 
the LOGO South programme. ‘Better collaboration between 
different governing layers leads to better water management.  
That’s the case in the Netherlands and this model could also 
work in developing countries,’ Wagenaar says.
 There are usually enough technical consultants in project 
areas, but they don’t have any political expertise. VNG 
International provides administrative knowledge that has 
substantial added value for the water projects. For example 
in Buffalo City, South Africa, where the city of Leiden and 
the Rijnland District Water Control Board collaborated on 
a twinning project. When the river in this area flooded, it 
caused terrible damage. Van Haersma Buma recounts: ‘Entire 
slums were flooded and houses were washed away. There 
was tremendous pollution and bridges were destroyed by the 
great force of the water.’ 
 After such a disaster, municipalities and water boards 
collaborate on the reconstruction process. In this case, they 
decided to keep the river bed clear in future and prevent 
the illegal construction of housing. The decision-making 
process is relatively slow in developing countries. Even in the 
Netherlands, the process of urban renewal takes many years, 
let alone in countries without much funding and expertise. 
Through the LOGO South programme, Dutch experience 
with structural collaboration has been shared constructively 
during twinning projects such as the one in Buffalo City.
 Robert Schröder believes that structural collaboration 
can only be successful if all the parties involved are 
included in the political process. ‘Suppose a local farmer 
uses a lot of pesticides and pollutes the surface water. By 
collaborating and implementing an integral approach to 

There can be no two ways about it: water management involves more than just technology. 
The LOGO South (Local Government South) programme, in which Dutch municipalities and 
district water boards collaborate with local parties, illustrates that water management also 
includes a very important political aspect. Michiel van Haersma Buma, chairman of the 
Delfland Water Board, Robert Schröder, policy advisor with the Dutch Association of Regional 
Water Authorities (Unie van Waterschappen), and Luzette Wagenaar, alderman of the 
Drechterland municipality, talk about the the politics of water.  

Water  
politics 

water management, the quality of the water can be improved. 
For that to work, all the stakeholders, including residents and 
farmers, must be involved in the decision-making process. 
This also makes the political process more equitable. Through 
a democratic decision-making process on water management, 
everybody benefits from better water quality,’ Schröder 
argues.

colleague-to-colleague

One of the factors that contributed to the LOGO South 
programme’s success is the colleague-to-colleague approach. 
In this method, Dutch project workers who have been 
delegated and local project workers in developing countries 
share knowledge and expertise on the basis of equality. 
Although there is often a discrepancy between the partners 
in the level of expertise, it turns out that there is still 
substantial mutual benefit. ‘The Netherlands has a good 
reputation when it comes to waterworks. However, the aim 
of the meetings is to strive for the exchange of knowledge, 
because the Dutch can also learn from the situation in other 
countries. The twinning projects aren’t about a few Dutch 
men in grey suits explaining how things work,’ Luzette 
Wagenaar explains. 
 The colleague-to-colleague approach requires mutual 
respect. It often takes a long time before you build a 
relationship with a colleague in a developing country. 
Reliability is paramount, but empathy must also be a part 
of the equation. Van Haersma Buma: ‘Joint operations, and 
showing patience and respect for the country involved, are 
very important. We’re only visitors there.’
 The colleague-to-colleague method is a relatively 
cheap and simple way of achieving positive results. 
Empathizing with the local culture facilitates much smoother 
collaboration. ‘Understand that their situation isn’t 
comparable to yours and that the technological level and the 
standard of living in the Netherlands is much higher than in 
developing countries’, Van Haersma Buma continues. ‘Remind 
yourself that it’s their project. If they don’t want to do it, 
or can’t do it, then so be it. If you force your expertise on 
them, you run the risk of this not working at all. If they do it 
themselves, they’re proud of it and there’s a chance that they 
have developed along with the plans, and that knowledge 
has been transferred. That generates real motivation for 
maintaining the project afterwards.’

text: Mieke Olde Engberink
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The LOGO South programme gave the South Africans a 
platform for exchanging experiences with their colleagues 
from the Netherlands – a country with hundreds of years of 
experience in water management. On a national level, the 
South African Department of Water Affairs worked together 
with the Dutch Association of Regional Water Authorities 
(Unie van Waterschappen). On a local level, the Inkomati 
basin was linked to the water boards of Groot Salland 
and the municipalities of Zwolle and Dalfsen. The Breede 
Overberg region collaborated with Sneek and Wetterskip 
Frieslân. Eight organizations collaborated to create a new 
phenomenon in South Africa: water boards.
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When Keimpe Sinnema of the Groot Salland Water 
Board heard that nine district water boards were 
going to be created for the first time in South Africa, 
he was immediately interested. ‘Our water board has 
been around for 700 years. Now we would be able to 
see how you can do this from scratch.’ He’s talking 
about the international project in the Inkomati basin, 
which covers parts of South Africa, Mozambique and 
Swaziland.
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For South Africa, the introduction of the National Water Law in 
1998 meant the start of a fundamentally new perspective on water 
management. From that moment on, the country seriously began to 
decentralize its water management. The intention was to increase 
participation by the various stakeholders in the water projects by 
reorganizing the water infrastructure. Following this, the decision 
was taken to create water boards or Catchment Management 
Agencies (CMAs). VNG International got involved in the creation 
of the first two CMAs in 2007. It marked the start of a very fruitful 
collaboration on a local and international level. South Africa was so 
satisfied with the Dutch approach, that it is now using the model as 
an example for seven additional CMAs to be established in future.

Keimpe Sinnema and the Dutch Association of Regional 
Water Authorities approached VNG International for 
support, through the LOGO South programme, for an 
exchange with South African colleagues. It transpired 
that Wetterskip Fryslân had already applied too. VNG 
International suggested joining forces and making a start 
together. The result was ‘Drops of Inspiration,’ a three-year 
project plan. The municipalities were also included in the 
collaboration because of the regulatory interests of the 
water boards.
 The city of Sneek initiated a twinning project with 
the municipality of Breede Overberg in Western Cape 
province. Zwolle and Dalfsen started collaborating with 
the municipality of Nkomazi in the Inkomati area. At the 
administrative level, the Association of Regional Water 
Authorities supported the South African Department of 
Water Affairs.
 Both management and staff were sent to South Africa 
to meet their counterparts there. Together, they worked on 
developing a water board strategy for the Inkomati basin. The 
South African management still had no idea what their tasks 
and roles were going to be. Which is why Groot Salland’s own 
managers provided training. 
 The project turned out to be hugely popular and 
quickly generated an extensive network. The University 
of Wageningen was asked to participate in the sanitation 
component and a number of companies also joined. The LOGO 
South programme acted as a kind of vehicle, inspiring other 
parties in its wake and paving the way for new contacts. 
 To introduce the South Africans to their colleagues from 
Mozambique and Swaziland, it was decided in 2008 that a 
conference on cross-border river management was to be 
organized in the South African city of Loskopdam. This 
stimulated dialogue between the various countries. One 
year later, the Africans all came to the Netherlands to 
attend a conference on the river Vecht and in 2010, a 
Dutch-German delegation went to an Inkomati conference 
in Swaziland. ‘We’ve been collaborating with Germany for 
years. There are two Bundesländer, provinces, in Germany 
that differ more from one another than Germany and the 
Netherlands. The project in Africa was about a mutual 

exchange of knowledge and experience. The Europeans also 
learned from the Africans. They use satellite imaging to 
look at the distribution of water, for example, whereas we 
don’t do that yet,’ Sinnema says.

enthusiasm

Sinnema believes that the project’s success is largely 
due to the enthusiasm on both sides. ‘The effective 
collaboration between VNG International, Wetterskip 
Fryslân, the Association of Regional Water Authorities,the  
municipalities and other partners, has been the key to this 
success. Since funding from the LOGO South programme 
was cut back in 2011, we have become increasingly 
dependent on other sources, but in the meantime, access to 
these sources has become easier.’
 Sinnema learned that in developing countries you 
shouldn’t talk about ‘problems’ but about ‘challenges’. 
‘We speak English and Afrikaans, so the language barrier 
isn’t that great for Dutch people. Sometimes, however, we 
had to watch what we were saying: when we talked about 
“problems,” lack of funding was immediately given as the 
primary cause, when often it wasn’t. They would then ask 
us for money, or for help in acquiring funds. South Africans 
prefer to think in terms of “challenges”. We made it clear 
right from the start of the project that we were not going 
to invest financially. That’s not LOGO South’s mission.’
 The average exchange lasts only eight days, but the 
effects were often surprising. The colleague-to-colleague 
approach is less about learning techniques, and more 
about inspiring each other and generating new ideas. 
‘For example, the Africans came up with the idea of 
collaborating with a school and setting up a scholarship 
programme. A great initiative that we hadn’t thought of 
before,’ project manager Sinnema says.
 The external assessment of the LOGO South programme, 
using the Inkomati project as a case study, shows that 
good results have been achieved in a variety of areas. The 
mutual exchange of experiences and contacts has been very 
inspiring for future initiatives. 



 

In the Inkomati basin in South Africa, Swaziland and 
Mozambique, Water Board Groot Salland is assisting 
colleagues with integral water management and 
sanitation. The municipalities of Zwolle and Dalfsen 
are collaborating with the rural community of Kkomazi, 
which is about the size of the province of Utrecht. 
Officially, it has 350,000 inhabitants, but the real 
number is estimated at around 500,000. The Water 
Boards and municipalities are working together to 
provide a safe and healthy living environment, which is 
essential for the promotion of prosperity. 

 ‘The Dutch can be quite impatient. They want things to go 
according to their plan and that doesn’t always work here.’ 
At the same time, Sylvia Machimana was particularly struck 
by the strong service-oriented attitude of the Dutch. They 
have a wealth of experience in the field of integrated water 
resource management, whereas we have only just begun. 
The Dutch colleagues were very involved and showed us 
that water management is a serious matter.’
 For Sylvia Machimana the colleague-to-colleague 
approach was an effective way of exchanging technical 
information and practical experience. Collaborating with 
the Dutch water boards was also a good way of gaining 
more experience in the field of international relations. ‘A 
project will succeed or fail because of the people who work 
on it. That caused quite a few problems at times. You’re 
working with different people with different characters. As 
project manager, it’s your job to remain optimistic in order 
to achieve your goals. The tremendous support we received 
from the municipal board was also helpful. It gave us the 
confidence that our work was of great importance to the 
communities.’ 

success

Project manager Machimana is very proud of the results 
achieved during the project. ‘The entire project was a great 
success. I’m very grateful to have been able to make a 
contribution as project manager on the South African side. 
I have grown tremendously as a person, both in terms of 
the knowledge I have gained and in my character. One of 
many examples of success is the international waterways. 
There is a good working relationship now between South 
Africa, Mozambique and Swaziland on a regional level.’
 The news that VNG International’s project support 
will be cut, was a blow to Machimana. ‘We will have to 
completely revise our plans for the future. It’s not clear 
yet how we are going to solve this. I believe that this 
project will continue, but in a different way. We will have 
to look for different sources of funding, or finance our 
own activities. This will not be easy, but this project is so 
important to us that we will do everything in our power to 
keep it going. It has already changed so many lives for the 
better.’
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What cultural differences between 
the Dutch and the South Africans 

emerged during the collaboration? 
South African project manager Sylvia 

Machimana tells her story.

dealing  
With the 

dutch

Sylvia Machimana

Sylvia Machimana at the 
Sincobile Secondary School. The 
combination of a urine diversion 
toilet system and permaculture 
garden at the school is one of 
the greatest achievements of the 
Inkomati project
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According to the assessment, the LOGO South programme 
offers a unique and effective form of development 
collaboration with sustainable results. Since it’s based on 
existing structures, overhead costs are low. Participants are 
highly motivated and the projects have a lot of leverage, 
as a variety of local organizations are involved in the 
collaboration and municipal staff share their practical 
knowledge and experience. Professor of international 
development studies Isa Baud and scientific researcher 
Michaela Hordijk talk about their research in South Africa. 

The colleague-to-colleague approach was the foundation 
of the South African water project. What distinguishes 
this approach from other ways of transferring knowledge? 

Isa Baud: ‘There are two important things we can say about 
this. First of all, there are different forms of knowledge. 
Unwritten knowledge, gained from practical experience, 
and written, theoretical knowledge, which is transferred 
via education and training. The colleague-to-colleague 
approach is about sharing practical knowledge about a sector, 
technology or social and cultural aspects with colleagues 
on the basis of equality. The second important aspect of 
this approach is that you don’t have to switch between local 
and national levels and you don’t have to jump through 
bureaucratic hoops to bring people together, because you  
are all collaborating on the same level. 

Michaela Hordijk: ‘Trust and accessibility, that’s what it’s all 
about, as far as I’m concerned. The colleague-to-colleague 
approach is characterized by building a long-term relationship 
between two or more colleagues at the same level. For the 
people involved it’s very important that the person on the 
other side faces comparable problems and issues. 

One of the most striking examples was the manager of a 
drinking water company, who had trained a colleague in 
the Netherlands and called him to confer: ‘I think we only 
need one third of the chemicals we’re currently using in the 
water purification process. What do you think?’
That’s wonderful, isn’t it? We also encountered this in the 
Catchment Management Agencies (CMA’s) around Cape 
Town. They felt that it was very easy for them to approach 
the water boards in the Netherlands with these kinds of 
questions. The threshold was very low.’

What political aspects must be considered in South Africa?

Isa Baud: ‘First of all, it’s about creating support from 
farmers and citizens for the projects and determining what 
needs to be done and at what pace. The projects need to 
have their support. But to roll out the projects successfully,
and also give them a political future, it’s even more 
important to convince the municipality of how significant 
the projects are. The Inkomati project is a very interesting 
one. It covers different levels, both locally and inter-
nationally. We thought it was striking that both on the 
water board level and on an international level there was a 
desire to set up a new system. The exchange between these 
levels and raising what is taught locally to a national level, 
is very important to us. That way the exchange doesn’t get 
stuck at a local level.’

Michaela Hordijk: ‘Inkomati is so unique and powerful 
because it’s even international. The area also includes 
Swaziland and Mozambique. The twinning model is an 
example of how you can support change on several levels 
with relatively little money. The people I interviewed at a 
two or three hour’s drive from Cape Town made that very 

clear to me. They are stuck in an office in a remote 
area, but they feel connected with the people in 
the Netherlands. For example, they learned that the 
water boards, or CMAs, need to collaborate with the 
municipalities. Since the municipalities manage the 
sewage, the quality of waste water depends on them. 
The project gave the president of the CMA easy access 
to his peers at the national level, and that made him 
a part of important changes in South Africa. After all, 
the South African government specifically wanted to 
introduce the Dutch model. 

Isa Baud: ‘VNG International’s model has a number of 
intrinsic characteristics of a successful organizational 
model. VNG International works directly with existing 
organizations in the developing country. Most 
development projects work through intermediate 
organizations or create specific organizations, or they 
have to work with local organizations through national 
governments. Working directly with the municipalities 
gives you a head start. In addition, the peer-to-peer 
approach has the significant advantage that people 
from different cultures can understand each other very 
well. There was also a learning effect for the Dutch 
water boards. In the Netherlands the water boards 
are struggling with the problem of getting different 
parties, such as farmers and citizens, involved in water 
management. In South Africa their involvement was 
used right from the start. In South Africa the Dutch 
could observe how easy it was to organize meetings to 
this end. This kind of experience makes the exchange 
more equal.’

evaluation logo south 
in south africa: 
‘unique and poWerful’

The 2007-2010 LOGO South programme was qualified as very effective 
by a team of researchers from the Universities of Utrecht and 
Amsterdam. Prof. dr. Isa Baud, dr. Michaela Hordijk and PhD student 
Edith van Ewijk assessed the water project in South Africa, among other 
projects. They concluded that the exchange in South Africa was very 
successful and that it created a situation of mutual learning. 
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Mothers prepare food at the 

Sincobile Secondary School; 

Eco-builder Enoch Hlatswayo 

and Sylvia Machimana at the 

urine diversion toilet system; 

School boys at the urinoirs
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A student is washing her hands. 
The sanitation system at the 
Sincobile Secondary School was 
made possible with the help of 
Water Board Groot Salland

Drawing of the urine diversion 
toilet system (above); the 
permaculture garden of the 
school
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The collaboration between the Egyptian water company 
in Beheira and the Dutch World Waternet began twelve 
years ago. It was designed to improve water quality, raise 
the staff’s level of expertise and improve organizational 
structure. The LOGO South programme focuses on capacity 
building and the dissemination of knowledge through the 
sharing of expertise and practical experience between 
colleagues. And with much success. Suzanne Valkman, 
project manager at VNG International, conducted interviews 
in Beheira during a LOGO South monitoring mission, which 
revealed significant improvements. 
 Engineer Mohamed Ghonaim says he’s learned a 
lot from looking for solutions to operational problems 
together with Waternet engineers. As a result, he can help 
colleagues in Sudan who are checking wells there.
 The ‘South-South’ collaboration that arose between 
Egypt, Sudan and a number of Gulf states, is an important 
consequence of the LOGO South programme, according 
to Dr. Khalifa of the Holding Company for Water and 
Waste Water (HCWW, the umbrella organization for water 
companies in Egypt).
 Khalifa wants to share his knowledge and experience 
with neighbouring countries, to stimulate development 
there as well. Other North African countries also depend 

on water from the Nile, which is one of the world’s longest 
rivers. Egypt’s growing population is demanding increasing 
amounts of water, both for irrigation and for consumption. 
Population growth also leads to more intensive 
industrialization, causing water pollution on a large scale. 
To prevent future water conflicts, efficient collaboration 
between nations is extremely important.
 Tahany El Banna, National Coordinator for LOGO South 
in Egypt, is also very satisfied with the results of the 
collaboration. A state-of-the-art laboratory has been set up 
in Beheira to test and improve the quality of the water. In 
addition, an important ISO certification has been obtained, 
which guarantees the water quality. Thirdly, water capacity 
has been doubled cheaply by means of a pilot plant in 
city of Idfina. BWADC wanted to increase capacity at the 
water installations, with the help of Waternet. However, 
modifying the installations would have cost millions.  
 Instead, together with Waternet, a pilot installation 
was built. It consisted of a miniature water installation, 
making it possible to test various ways of increasing the 
existing installation’s capacity. By examining the entire 
process on such a small scale, it was possible to double 
the capacity of the existing installations. This method can 
subsequently beapplied on a much larger scale.
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The Beheira Water and Drainage Company (BWADC) is located in Beheira, 
the province in the middle of the western Nile delta, where it provides 
drinking water for the entire region and takes care of waste water 
management. In collaboration with the Amsterdam water company 
Waternet and with support of VNG International, it has become Egypt’s 
leading drinking water company.

Egypt benefits from the presence of various bodies of 
water. The country is divided by the mighty Nile, shares a 
border with the Mediterranean Sea and is connected to 
global trade by the Suez Canal. The water supplied by the 
Nile is both addictive and threatening, as it is becoming 
increasingly scarce and polluted. Through LOGO South, 
World Waternet collaborated with the Beheira Water and 
Drainage Company to stay on top of these problems. 

Tahany El Banna, manager 
at the Beheira Water and 
Drainage Company and National 
Coordinator of LOGO South Egypt 
for VNG International, at the 
lobby of the BWADC training 
centre 
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a key to success

The collaboration between Waternet and BWADC with 
the support of the LOGO South programme has proved 
to be fertile soil for further development. Waternet’s 
regional manager for international projects, Paul Bonné, 
has frequently travelled to Egypt for consultations with 
BWADC’s staff and he has got to know the company very 
well. He believes that an important factor in BWADC’s 
success is its chairman, Mahmoud Mansour. He is 
continually expanding his horizons by being open to 
different forms of management and new technologies.  
The staff are developing in tandem with these innovations. 
 Another factor is the deployment of local expert Dr. 
Hassan Warda as advisor and coordinator. ‘A very capable 
man who can frequently be found in Beheira’, Bonné says. 
Thirdly, he lists the colleague-to-colleague approach as a 
key to success. In Egypt it takes a while to create a relaxed 
atmosphere in which everybody can have their say. First 
you must build a relationship. Paul Bonné emphasizes that 
he and his Waternet colleagues do not go to Egypt thinking 
they know exactly how things should be tackled over there. 
Rather, they aim to enter into a dialogue with members of 
the BWADC staff.
 Finally, Bonné mentions internal communication.  
A lot of time was devoted to this during the LOGO South 
programme. Nowadays BWADC staff no longer communicate 
by fax, but use video conferencing and email. The Beheira 
Water and Drainage Company is now one of the few water 
companies within the Holding Company for Water and 
Waste Water (HCWW) that has a modern organization and 
uses modern technology. This has turned BWADC into 
a knowledge institute. The water quality has improved 
dramatically and the staff are better trained. In addition, 
there’s a bridge with Sudan. It also means a break with 
powerful Egyptian hierarchic culture. Within the company 
there’s more attention for the opinions of employees, which 
has created an atmosphere of greater openness. 

conclusion

Even before the new Dutch government stopped the 5.5 
million euro subsidy for LOGO South, VNG International 
had decided to terminate LOGO South in Egypt. The Beheira 

‘by building trust 
and by maintaining a 
long-lasting 
cooperation, 
logo south creates 
positive exposure 
and opportunities 
for dutch expertise’

Water and Drainage Company has become independent 
enough to continue the developments on its own. René 
van der Aa, project manager with Waternet, points to 
VNG International’s many years of experience in working 
at the local level. In Egypt LOGO South also organized 
the collaboration with local governments. BWADC adapts 
water management to urban planning and, therefore, 
to the plans of municipalities in the region. The LOGO 
South programme also encouraged collaboration between 
Egyptian water companies. The water companies in 
Alexandria and Damietta were involved in this exchange 
between colleagues. This led to a triangle of companies that 
exchanged knowledge internally, supported by knowledge 
from the Netherlands.
 Politically, that’s an important aspect, in view of the 
water problems that Egypt will be facing in future. The 
water companies must fight pollution and scarcity of clean 
drinking water together. Partly because of the shared 
Nile water, political stakes will become more important in 
future. Engineer Mohamed Ghonarm: ‘Water scarcity might 
become a major problem. Ethiopia is planning to use more 
and more water, and other countries using the Nile water 
are becoming more affluent and are using more water. 
Egypt is not preparing for war, but will find the solution in 
water conservation.’
 Amsterdam’s Waternet will also continue running 
twinning projects in Egypt independent of the LOGO South 
programme. ‘The fact that VNG International brought 
Egyptian managers to the Netherlands to see how we work, 
was great’, Waternet’s regional manager Bonné said. Dr. 
Tarek Morad from the Dutch embassy in Cairo regrets LOGO 
South’s departure from Egypt: ‘By building trust and by 
maintaining a long-lasting cooperation, this programme 
creates positive exposure and opportunities for Dutch 
expertise.’
 VNG International has not ceased all of its activities 
in Egypt. The organization is looking for funding to help 
further boost the capacity of the water sector. HCWW 
has asked VNG International to operate in the interim as 
network organization and programme manager until HCWW 
has been prepared to take on these tasks itself. So, for the 
time being, VNG International is keeping a close eye on 
Egypt.  
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Water treatment plant
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‘In Egypt BWADC acts as a role model when it comes to 
management. It’s one of the country’s most advanced 
water companies. It has developed this way because of the 
steps that our chairman, Mr Mansour, has taken these past 
years. Mr Mansour is a decisive man with a vision. He has 
made his mark throughout the company. He travels abroad 
a lot and always returns with new ideas that he hopes can 
help Egypt develop further. He places great emphasis on 
new technology. Because of that, BWADC is Egypt’s most 
modern water company. As a result of the collaboration 
with Waternet and VNG International he has stimulated the 
exchange of knowledge even more. 

career 

I began my career with BWADC in 2003, after completing 
my bachelor’s degree in English at Alexandria University. 
It wasn’t very difficult for me to find a job, because being 
able to speak English is very important throughout Egypt. 
I was able to start working with BWADC right away, while 
completing two post-graduate diplomas, one in English-
Arabic-English Translation and one in Computer Sciences 
and Electronic Accounting It was the first HCWW-company 
that has a specific department for translation and 
international cooperation. It was, once again, Mr Mansour 
who had created this department, because he foresaw how 
important they were for future development. 
 At the moment I’m working fulltime for BWADC. 
Working hours here are different from the Netherlands. 
When there are conferences or missions, we work outside 
office hours. That’s not a problem for me because I really 
enjoy my work. I’m single and still living with my parents, 
so I don’t have to combine my work with running a family. 
 The international atmosphere at BWADC makes me feel 
very much at home in my position. I feel like I struck gold 
with my job with BWADC. Many people here would like to 
work for a company such as BWADC, but here too, there 
is a brain drain. Engineers can earn more in surrounding 
Gulf states and some leave Egypt. The best thing about my 
job is that I’m working on my career. Thanks to my English 
studies, I didn’t get a traditional job. I’m learning new 
things every day. I meet people from different countries 
and gain a world of experience this way.  I’m very grateful 
for working here and I’m doing my best.

improvements

The collaboration with VNG International and World 
Waternet through the LOGO South programme have led 
to significant improvements within BWADC. Creating the 
research department has led to solutions being found 
for operational problems, it has improved production 
and increased distribution capacity. VNG International’s 
role in this was to facilitate the exchange between, for 
example, the Dutch management and the CEOs of Egyptian 
businesses. In my opinion, the colleague-to-colleague 
approach is the basis for this success. It’s the best way to 
collaborate. Knowledge is transferred faster this way. I 
have noticed that Egyptian members of staff become more 
enthusiastic when the various parties visit each other and 
learn from each other. Nevertheless, it can be difficult at 
times as well. Collaboration is very time-consuming and it’s 

not always easy to absorb or share knowledge.
 Despite BWADC’s success, I see many changes and 
improvements that still need to be implemented. Some 
areas require attention or additional knowhow. The training 
centre needs to be further developed. The waste water 
sector needs to be lifted to the same level as the drinking 
water sector. To this end, knowledge and skills need to be 
improved. Mr Mansour is going to retire and we hope that 
the new chairman will continue his work, for example by 
tackling these issues. I really see Mr Mansour as the source 
of BWADC’s success. VNG International and World Waternet 
also acknowledge his valuable contributions.

revolution

How do I envision my future career? I’m not sure yet. 
These are difficult times, right after the revolution. I’m not 
afraid of losing my job, despite the disorder in Egypt. It’s 
not good to sing your own praises too much, but I work 
hard and I’m very motivated. I don’t think anyone is going 
to suddenly fire me. I tend to accomplish more than my 
targets, so it seems unlikely that they will decide to make 
me redundant.
 The revolution has changed everything in Egypt. At the 
moment there are many strikes, and employees throughout 
Egypt are demanding higher wages. On the other hand, 
people are enjoying their freedom and particularly the 
younger generation senses that a better future lies ahead. 
This is inspires us to work harder and more efficiently, 
which will benefit our country.’

‘i struck 
gold With 
this job’ 

suzanne valkman (project 
manager vng international)  
on tahany el banna: 

‘Tahany El Banna’s story is very special because a young 
woman of her age doesn’t normally acquire a management 
position in Egypt that quickly. She owes this to BWADC’s 
chairman, Mahmoud Mansour. His extensive exposure to 
Dutch culture and his own open-mindedness led him to 
give Tahany a chance. Even though she certainly has all 
the requisite qualities, this is still an unusual decision. It 
demonstrates the shift in thinking within the organization. 
Reasoning based purely on rank and hierarchy is being 
substituted by reasoning based on an employee’s abilities. 
And this change looks irreversible.’
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Tahany El Banna (30) is a manager 
at the International Cooperation 
Department of the Beheira Water 
and Drainage Company (BWADC) and 
National Coordinator of LOGO South 
Egypt for VNG International.  
‘The international atmosphere at 
BWADC makes me feel very much at 
home in my position.’

Tahany El Banna at the Beheira 
Water and Drainage Company

Reham Khedr,  
chemist in the 
measurement and  
analysis room
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Chemist Mostafa El Hoshi, 
preparing water samples
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Alwin Linger, vice president of the 
Water Supply Company of Surinam 
(SWM), and Eddy Yedema, project 
manager for World Waternet, have 
been collaborating closely on VNG 
International’s water project. 
However, at the beginning of this 
year, the subsidy for the LOGO 
South programme was cut. It’s time 
to reflect and consider the future.

‘This project has been incredibly important, both for 
improving the physical water infrastructure and for the 
internal organisation of our company,’ Alwin Linger 
says proudly. Eddy Yedema confirms this, but adds a 
qualification: ‘We’re not there yet by a long shot. The 
areas further inland need to get better access to drinking 
water as well.’ 
 World Waternet has an integral approach to drinking 
water issues, sewage, waste water purification and the 
management of ground and surface water. Not only in 
the Netherlands, but also abroad. ‘Problems in the water 
cycle are not isolated, but always connected with other 
problems in society,’ Yedema explains. 
 Ever since 1996 World Waternet has been 
collaborating with the SWM in Surinam, which has been 
responsible for installing and managing the country’s 
water pipes since 1930. ‘Initially, the main focus of the 
collaboration was on drinking water facilities in the 
capital Paramaribo. Later on, other coastal areas were 
included as well, such as Nickerie, Moengo and Albina,’ 
Linger says. According to Yedema, World Waternet also 
helps improve business practices and water management 
by exchanging knowledge and manpower. ‘Coaching, 
advising and practical assistance are core tasks in this 
context.’
 ‘My experience of working with colleagues from World 
Waternet is extremely positive, because of our pleasant 
and equal relationship,’ Linger says. VNG International’s 
much praised colleague-to-colleague approach also 
characterizes the collaboration between World Waternet 
and SWM. ‘We have a good relationship, based on trust. 
The Surinamese frequently ask us questions about issues 
such as employee participation and protocol,’ Yedema 
says. Linger adds that their Dutch colleagues also learn 
what it’s like to work in different physical, technological 
and organizational circumstances. ‘And we speak the 
same language, that is to say: Dutch, and the language of 
water pipes.’
 Yedema gives an example: ‘Take the salinization 
problem, the increased salinity of the water and soil. 
This is something both countries suffer from, and we’re 
working together to find a solution.’
 Yedema and Linger indicate that Surinam has taken 
important steps over the past few years. Particularly 
by developing information systems, a new purification 
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Text: Eva de VriesSurinAm

‘White gold’ – that’s what they call the 
numerous fresh water springs in Surinam. 
Despite these natural resources it requires great 
effort to provide the people, from the coastal 
plain to the interior, with clean drinking water. 
Climate change and the pollution of surface 
water also hinder water purification and the 
supply of drinking water. In VNG International’s 
LOGO South programme, World Waternet and 
the Surinaamsche Waterleiding Maatschappij 
(SWM, Water Supply Company of Surinam) have 
joined forces. Together, they ensure that pure 
drinking water flows from as many taps as 
possible, and that the ‘underground capital’ 
of well water and water pipes is managed and 
maintained in a better and more efficient way.
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A water tower of the SWM in 
Paramaribo, Surinam



 

intelligent solutions

VNG International operates on a number of fundamental 
principles. Firstly, collaboration within the programme 
is stimulated in a very accessible way, by the colleague-
to-colleague approach. Partners are encouraged to work 
as independently as possible, to create maintenance and 
replacement plans and to choose the most sustainable 
and economically viable solutions. This ‘limitation’ 
means that they come up with smart solutions that are 
not only cheap but also geared towards the partner’s 
wishes. Aquarta is a good example of an intelligent 
solution that was designed by World Waternet along with 
their SWM-colleagues.
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president of Surinam again last year, the city of Amsterdam 
terminated almost all its projects in Surinam as a gesture of 
sympathy with Amsterdam’s large Surinamese community. 
Many Surinamese living in Amsterdam do not support 
Bouterse’s presidency because of his involvement in 
the December Killings in the 1980s. Fortunately, World 
Waternet’s Surinam project has managed to stay afloat.
‘At the end of the day, our focus is on providing a basic 
necessity of life: clean drinking water,’ Yedema explains. 
‘We’re OK for the time being, but if Amsterdam’s political 
course changes, we could still lose financial support from 
the city.’ 
 Surinam has also been struck off the Ministry for 
Foreign Affair’s list. ‘This has made future subsidizing of 
our projects in Surinam by the Dutch government virtually 
impossible.’
 The continuation and size of the project also depend 
on the decision making process within the Surinamese 
government. ‘Despite good intentions, the National 
Assemblee hasn’t dealt with the Environmental Legislative 
Framework for years, probably due to commercial interests,’ 
Yedema says. This new legislation is designed to outlaw 
the dumping of chemical waste or mercury into the surface 
water. Yedema is worried about the continuing lack of 
environmental legislation and regulations: ‘Polluted well 
and surface water are a threat to public health in general 
and for the production of healthy drinking water in 
particular.’ 
 Besides the SWM project, World Waternet collaborates 
with the Stichting Fonds Ontwikkeling Binnenland (SFOB – 
the Foundation Fund for the Development of the Interior). 
SWM focuses mainly on the coastal areas, whereas 
SFOB focuses mainly on the interior, although the two 
organizations do collaborate. Often, in the densely forested 
areas behind Lake Brokopondo up to the borders with 
French Guyana, Guyana and Brazil, people still live under 
the authority of a ‘granman.’ These traditional authorities 
sometimes come into conflict with plans from Paramaribo. 
‘Setting up projects in the interior not only requires 
technical knowledge,’ Yedema explains, ‘social involvement 
is also important, and building awareness among the local 
population through their traditional leaders, is essential. 
The SFOB plays a big part in this.’ 

optimism

Despite political-economic obstacles and the loss of a 
major source of funding, the partners haven’t given up. 
The productive course that has been set these past years 
under the LOGO South programme will be continued and 
improved. There is scope for new ambitions. Yedema 
sees opportunities in the further harmonization of World 
Waternet, SWM and other companies and institutions in 
Surinam, such as water boards, development organizations 
and energy companies: ‘The various responsibilities must be 
mapped out, so everybody can take them into consideration 
and avoid doing the same job twice.’

Aquarta was implemented in the Water Supply Company 
of Surinam (SWM) in 2005. This geographic information 
system, custom-designed for Surinam, offers significant 
benefits: ‘Costs remain low and it’s not a heavy programme, 
which makes it easy to use on regular computers,’ Burgers 
explains. This kind of digital system enables geographic 
information such as soil structures, vegetation and in this 
case the water infrastructure, to be mapped in graphs, 
tables, charts en diagrams. ‘The water infrastructure mainly 
refers to the water pipes, connections to homes and ground 
and surface water wells,’ Verkaik explains. Recording this 
information is a form of asset management for the water 
companies. Aquarta improves asset and water management, 
in other words the entire process from source to tap, for 
companies such as SWM.
 Burgers explains that it took a while before SWM 
was willing to acknowledge the importance of asset 
management. Now they’re convinced: ‘This secures their 
underground capital and it’s the only way to improve and 
expand the water pipe network.’ Verkaik uses an example 
to illustrate this: ‘If no water flows from a particular tap, 
then Aquarta will identify the cause and the location of 
the problem. Without such a system it’s unclear where 
the problem is located, and as a result it won’t be solved.’ 
At the moment DWM is using Aquarta in the districts of 
Nickerie, Moengo, Albina and Paramaribo.

 

Wrist Watches

‘We installed Aquarta with SWM and trained employees in 
its use,’ Verkaik says. Now that the system is operational, 

people from World Waternet are looking for possible 
improvements and upgrades. They are giving workshops 
and are ready to offer advice.
 ‘We discuss problems with colleagues who are doing the 
same work on the other side of the ocean,’ Burgers says. 
‘Do you think this would work if we, as their former colonial 
masters, would tell them what to do? I don’t think so.’ 
Nevertheless, the men do encounter cultural differences: 
‘We often have to wait for hours at an appointment. “You 
wear wrist watches, but we have time,” is that what they’ll 
tell us with a grin.’
 Verkaik says he also learns from his Surinamese 
colleagues:  ‘We created some systems with blinkers on. 
Only intended for use in the Netherlands. Working here 
makes you more flexible and more innovative.’
 In May, Verkaik, Burgers and their colleague Ron Stend 
will be leaving for another business trip to Surinam. They’re 
going to assess how they can expand the use of Aquarta. 
The Ministry for Natural Resources has already shown 
interest in the system. Despite their heavy work load, 
they’re looking forward to it. ‘It’s a beautiful and gratifying 
job,’ according to Verkaik. ‘We’re doing something good for 
the world. In addition to a tropical breakfast under a palm 
leaf roof, that’s a nice bonus.’ Burgers doesn’t entirely 
agree: ‘For me “gratifying” isn’t the right word, since that 
implies inequality. The equal working relationship is what 
makes this so much fun.’

installation for surface water and assisting in the 
production and distribution of drinking water. ‘But much 
has changed in other areas as well, things that are taken 
for granted now, such as computers and management 
support,’ Yedema adds. 
 Collaboration with the national government is 
also proceeding smoothly. SWM is a semi-government 
institution, so it works independently of local authorities, 
and reports directly to the Ministry of Natural Resources. 
 Yedema is positive about the ministry’s efforts: ‘The 
present government is proceeding with real determination. 
The new minister for Natural Resources has affinity for the 
field, and is open to advice and change. We need to nurture 
this contact.’
 Nevertheless he emphasizes, ‘Despite our success, 
we still have a long way to go.’ When Bouterse became 

Aquarta digitally maps and manages subterranean and surface water infrastructures. 
The men behind this innovative ICT system, which has been specifically designed for 
Surinam, are René Burgers and Teun Verkaik of World Waternet. These level-headed 
Dutchmen travel to the tropical country twice a year. Burgers: ‘By working with 
Surinamese colleagues locally, you get to know the culture from within. This has a 
positive effect on our collaboration.’

repairing 
leaks With 
aquarta
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Originally, two years had been 
allotted for the creation of a water 
board in the area of Banger in the 
capital of central Java, Semarang, 
but it turned into a long, drawn-
out process. Johan Helmer of the 
Water Board of Schieland and 
Krimpenerwaard recounts: ‘It’s all 
about vitamin R: relationships.’

On the website of Indonesian water board SIMA there’s 
a video of the ‘ground breaking ceremony’ and festive 
installation of the Polder Board in April 2010. Dancers in 
elegant costumes inaugurate the site where the polder 
pumping station is to be built. The new members of 
SIMA’s board, Indonesia’s first water board, are installed 
by the mayor, and an excavator digs the first hole. 
The Indonesian minister of Public Works has come to 
Semarang for this special occasion and calls it ‘a historic 
moment’. 
 The inauguration marks the beginning of the polder 
pumping station’s construction and the damming of the 
river Banger. This system, designed by Dutch engineering 
agency Witteveen en Bos, promises to end the daily 
flooding that affects the 100,000 inhabitants of Banger 
in Semarang. The low-lying area drops five centimetres 
each year because the population and industries extract 
drinking water from the soil (compare this to Rotterdam, 
where the ground level drops by one centimetre per 
year). Each day when the Banger floods during high 
tide in the ocean, the water seeps into the houses and 
causes extensive damage. Tropical rains aggravate the 
problem. Houses sink into the clay, and the mud floors 
never get a chance to dry properly. Women clean up the 
damage, day in day out. The stagnant water, a perfect 
breeding ground for bacteria, is a source of disease. Most 
companies have left the area, which has led to higher 

indonESiA ‘it’s all 
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Indonesia and the Netherlands are different 
in many ways, but the two countries have one 
thing in common: their fight against water. 
While the Netherlands only has to cope with 
floods once every few years, many cities 
in Indonesia are flooded on a daily basis, 
causing havoc for the population. In Banger, 
an area in the Indonesian municipality of 
Semarang on Java, this flooding will soon 
cease, thanks to the Banger Polder Pilot 
Project. Besides the construction of an 
ingenious polder system, a water board 
has been created through the LOGO South 
programme. It’s the first water board in 
Indonesia, and it will ensure that costly 
investments in the polder are sustainable. Children playing in the streets of 

Banger, Semarang



‘We made the 
entire project 
visible for 
the residents’ 

Photo: The installation of the 
SIMA board members during 
the opening ceremony of the 
Banger Polder Pilot Project
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unemployment. But the end of this situation is in sight. 
Apart from the ingenious polder system, the key to success 
lies in the creation of the SIMA water board. 
 This water board was created with the help of the 
Dutch water board Hoogheemraadschap Schiedam en 
de Krimpenerwaard (HHSK), which was invited by VNG 
International to join the project in 2007. Together with 
engineering agency Witteveen en Bos they created the 
Banger Pilot Polder Project. While Witteveen en Bos was 
responsible for the design of the polder, HHSK helped to 
set up an organizational framework for future management 
and maintenance. 
 Proper management and maintenance are a necessity, 
says Johan Helmer, manager with HSSK. ‘Their pumping 
stations were falling apart. They’d never heard of proper 
maintenance. “It’s rusting because it’s rusting, so just let 
it rust”, is their attitude. When the Indonesians were here 
and visited a drainage station, I asked them how old they 
thought the station was. The station looked brand new, so 
they thought it was five years old. They were astonished 
to hear that it was over forty years old, and still looked as 
good as it did. And most of all, that it was still operating so 
flawlessly.’

trust

The Dutch water board thought they could finish the ‘job’ 
of establishing management and maintenance, and getting 
everything up and running, within two years. Initially, the 
LOGO South programme was going to finance the Banger 
Polder Pilot Project for two years. However, during his first 
visit to the authorities of Semarang, Johan Helmer soon 
found out that creating a water management organization 
wasn’t going to be all that easy. Not only did the necessary 
hydraulic engineering facilities still need to be installed, 
but the municipality itself wasn’t ready for the creation 
of a separate organization for its management and 
maintenance.
 ‘We acted like arrogant Dutchmen who thought we 
could just tell them how to do the job. That was a total 
disaster. Indonesians have a very strong sense of honour. 
During the first meeting some people left because they 
didn’t want to be addressed in our Western style.’ Through 
trial and error Helmer discovered the importance of 
personal relations in Indonesian culture. ‘Dutch culture 
is much more businesslike, we look at whether a project 
is viable or not. In Indonesia nothing gets done without 

trust.’ For and year and a half, they plodded on and 
tried to establish a relationship of trust with the mayor 
and high-ranking officials, but Helmer was stuck. The 
breaking point came when Helmer spontaneously decided 
to invite an Indonesian delegation to his home during 
their working visit to Holand. ‘When they sat lounging 
in my sun room on Javanese wicker chairs, holding cups 
of tea and smoking the occasional cigarette, that’s when 
they really started talking about the project.’

culture clash

It remained a problem that Helmer and his colleagues 
from HHSK only went to Indonesia two or three times 
a year and left again after a week. In addition, there 
was a language barrier and frequent culture clashes 
between the Dutch and Indonesians, which made for 
awkward communication. Paramesthi Iswari, who had 
been assigned as HHSK’s representative in Indonesia: 
‘Indonesians are brought up to always speak politely 
and calmly. If you disagree with something, you should 
never be too confrontational. The Dutch behave very 
differently.’
 As a result VNG International decided to appoint 
an intermediary between the Indonesian authorities 
and the Dutch water board. They called Roy Kraft van 
Ermel, who was born in Indonesia, but had lived in the 
Netherlands from the age of twenty and had experience 
working with municipalities, provinces and water boards. 
‘As a former Indonesian, with a civil and administrative 
career in the Netherlands, he was viewed as a role model 
and was accepted by everyone,’ Helmer says. ‘He got the 
Indonesians motivated.’
 There was a reason why trust was such an important 
factor. The creation of the water board was a politically 
sensitive process. After all, who had to be convinced that 
a separate water authority was necessary? The mayor of 
Semarang. And who would have to transfer authorities 
to such a water board, and miss out on funds for 
maintenance and management? The mayor. No wonder 
that he was not overly eager to create a water board. 
The people who were working in the water department 
weren’t very enthusiastic either. After all, there was a 
risk they might lose their jobs. 
 Nevertheless, it was necessary to create a separate 
water board. Primarily, according to Helmer, because 
water safety is too important to be left in the hands 
of municipal politicians, who may have conflicts 
of interest. The long-standing, deplorable state of 
hydraulic engineering in Semarang, indicates that 
the city may not be the best organization to take care 
of water management, Roy Kraft van Ermel explains. 
If the decision-making process had to go through 
several municipal layers, it would become too slow and 
bureaucratic.

queen sima

Then there were entirely different local issues. Extra 
money was needed for the maintenance and management 
of the polder. This would have to be raised by the 
population. But the public meetings that were held to 
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Construction activities of the 
Banger Polder Project

A man throws water out of his 
flooded house

Houses in the Banger area of 
the city of Semarang get flooded 
every day

A woman in Kemijen, Banger, 
stands at the doorway of her 
house. The living conditions 
of the people in Kemijen are 
relatively poor.
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the banger polder pilot project

The Banger Polder Pilot Project is the result of an 
agreement between the Dutch Ministries of Transport 
and Public Works and of Economic Affairs and the 
Indonesian Ministry for Public Works, that was designed 
to help Indonesia tackle the problem of urban flooding. 
The ‘Partners for Water’ programme pays for the Dutch 
engineering agency Witteveen en Bos, who made the 
designs for the polder. 
 The actual construction is to be carried out by an 
Indonesian contractor. The construction will largely be 
paid for by Indonesia itself: one third by the municipality 
of Semarang, one third by the province of central Java 
and the rest by river manager Belai Besar (a part of the 
Ministry of Public Works). A Dutch donation from the ORIO 
fund has also been applied for. 
 Until 2011, the institutional component was financed 
by VNG International and the NWB Waterschapfonds. They 
paid for travel and housing expenses and other costs 
incurred by HHSK, the Water Board of Schieland and 
Krimpenerwaard (80,000 euros per year). Funds that will 
finance the water board’s management and maintenance 
activities will eventually be raised by the municipality 
(one third) and the population (two thirds). If a grant 
is awarded by ORIO, the population’s contribution will 
be halved over the next ten years. In all, the annual 
cost of management and maintenance will total some 
100,000 euros, more than five euros per family. The water 
board will become operational as soon as the polder is 
completed; only then will the population be prepared to 
support the water board through taxation.

garner support for a water board among the people of 
Banger made one thing clear: Paying taxes to keep the 
city dry? Fine, but preferably not to the municapility. They 
needed to be convinced that the money would be used in  
a transparent and proper manner, that it would not be  
used for other purposes.   
 Because Helmer and Kraft van Ermel had built up a 
trusting relationship with the mayor, they finally managed 
to convince him of the importance of a water board. At the 
end of 2009 the water board became a fact, following the 
Mayor Act – a public law in which the mayor transferred 
authority to the water board. 
 A board of eleven people was elected consisting of 
representatives from all sections of the population: three 
professors, three civil servants, three representatives of the 
rest of the population and two representatives of the local 
business community. This is fairly unique for Indonesia, 
since it’s an organization which is imbedded within the 
state and municipal structure, with its own autonomous 
authority for the designated area and a board composed of 
private-public members. 
 The water board was going to be named SIMA, an 
abbreviation for Schieland Krimpenerwaard and Semarang. 
In Javanese history, Sima is also a famous queen who 
was fair, altruistic and decisive. The mayor of Semarang 

inaugurated the water board, saying: ‘We hope that SIMA’s 
board will act just as queen Sima did.’

friends

Helmer is proud of what has been achieved. Not in the 
least because the Indonesian government as well as the 
Province of Central Java and the municipality of Semarang 
have made funds available for the creation of the polder 
project: nine million euros. ‘In Indonesia it’s quite unique 
to invest this much money merely on blind faith in the 
West. This shows we have earned their trust. Since 2007 we 
have now reached the point where the mayor says: ‘We are 
friends now.’ And you never ignore a friend. I can also be 
quite informal to the Secretary General of the Indonesian 
Ministry of Public Works now in my e-mails.’
 The project has also drawn the attention of cities and 
provinces outside Semarang. The Ministry of Public Works 
has stated that this project should act as an example to the 
rest of Indonesia. Not only because of its sustainable water 
management, but also because the government views water 
management as an important step in the Indonesian desire 
for democratization and decentralization. 
 According to Helmer, VNG’s colleague-to-colleague 
approach was essential in their success. ‘Without HHSK, 
Witteveen en Bos wouldn’t have joined the project, because 
Indonesians don’t have any great love for consultants. It’s 
essential for governments, who operate on the same level, 
to communicate. You recognize each other’s problems. 
The badge you wear – water board, municipality, province 
– helps to remove barriers. It’s all about knowledge 
and vitamin R: relationships. That’s the strength of VNG 
International’s approach.’ 
 Kraft van Ermel also confirms the importance of the 
colleague-to-colleague approach: ‘Sometimes we’re both 
literally knee-deep in muck. I can’t see a diplomat doing 
that. And it’s a cheap approach, because you don’t have 
to hire expensive consultants.’ To Iswari the colleague-to-
colleague approach made perfect sense. ‘We want to learn 
about water management and water technology. Who can 
teach us more than a water board?’

a bit more patience

What’s next? There has been another delay in the success 
story. Construction should have been ready in April 2011, 
but right now the water station is a ruin. Helmer had 
even warned them: to prevent collapse during heavy rain, 
the construction site should have been reinforced. The 
municipality made a note, but didn’t act. As a consequence, 
450,000 euros went down the drain. A downside to this 
otherwise successful project, in Helmer’s opinion. It shows 
once more how important thorough project management is. 
Now the people will have to wait another six months before 
their feet can dry.  

 indonesia 3332 indonesia 

a democratic 
project

While Johan Helmer and Roy Kraft van Ermel 
negotiated on a higher level, Paramesthi 
Iswari, HHSK’s representative in Indonesia, 
ensured the essential involvement of the 
population in the project. This made the 
Banger Polder Project extremely democratic. 

What was the first response from the people?
‘They were positive about the concept but also sceptical 
because of previous negative experiences. In the past, 
various organizations were created with the sole purpose 
of collecting funds and reporting to central government 
that the locals were being involved. These organizations 
themselves had no authority. That’s why people weren’t 
sure that this project was going to be a success.’ 

In what way did you convince the residents of the polder 
project?
‘We got them actively involved in the entire project, so 
they could really feel part of it. We introduced them to the 
technical team and included them in meetings. We made 
the entire project visible and transparent for them. We 
also took their wishes into account while designing the 
technical project, because the construction had a direct 
impact on the infrastructure of their neighbourhoods. They 
got a say in where dykes and pumping stations were going 
to be built. If, say, a dyke had to be built in the middle of a 
residential area, many people would have to be evicted. The 
people then suggested building the dyke on the street. We 
made sure that this idea was adopted by the designers.’

How did the population feel about the collection of taxes? 
‘First, we held a survey to find out what the population 
felt was an acceptable amount. Then we set a figure: 6000 

rupiahs a month, which is equivalent to about 50 eurocents. 
At first people were a bit sceptical, but they felt it was 
reasonable. It’s half the price of a packet of cigarettes. 
Many of the men smoke and buy a few packets of cigarettes 
a month. The reasoning was: if they have money for 
cigarettes, don’t they also have money to keep their homes 
dry? Through continuous dialogue, people got convinced 
that the tax fee was good value for money, compared to the 
costs of rehabilitating their houses every time they were 
flooded.’ 

How does the population feel about the project now?
‘We’re trying to reach more and more people. Recently, 
we had a photo competition to make them aware of the 
problem and the solution in a different way. This awareness 
is important because they are the ones who directly suffer 
the consequences of the floods. At the same time, they 
have an effect on the water quality. If the people from 
the area pollute the water, the pumps will get clogged 
and the system will no longer work. The people have high 
expectations. There is a positive feeling: soon their area 
will be protected from the water, but at the same time they 
doubt whether the municipality is really going to pay SIMA 
one third of the costs. They are keeping a close eye on the 
municipality to ensure it keeps its promises. There is still a 
certain degree of mistrust, because they have had too many 
bad experiences.’
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What’s next? 

The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs reserved a total 
of 27.5 million euros for the LOGO South programme, 
spread out over the next five years: 5.5 million euros 
per year. Because of parliament’s decision not to 
pay out the subsidies, the Banger Polder Project is 
suddenly short of a lot of money. According to John 
Helmer, Roy Kraft van Ermel and Paramesthi Iswari, 
that’s a real shame. 

Johan Helmer: ‘Because it took so long to establish 
a relationship of trust, we have only now reached the 
stage of capacity building. For example, because of 
the board’s diversity, it’s now essential to create a 
tight-knit group. We don’t like delivering half-finished 
work. Above all, if we back out now, the relationship of 
trust we’ve built, will have been for nothing. We will no 
longer be a reliable partner.’

Roy Kraft van Ermel: ‘The project is still in its infancy. 
Supervision will have to continue until at least 2013. 
It’s unique: the first water board in Indonesia based on 
the Dutch polder model. They still need to learn how to 
work with this form of democracy. How do you organize 
the administration, an agenda, rules? Responsibility 
and transparency are very important. It’s important to 
show the board the ropes in this respect. A lot of time 
and money has gone into the creation of SIMA. If we 
don’t finish the job now, the money will be wasted. And 
it’s not just the resources that have been invested in 
SIMA, because huge investments have also been made 
in the technology. Because, as we’ve seen: without 
an institutional organization that can sustain proper 
management and maintenance, the pumping station’s 
future looks very bleak. Ours was a pilot project: a 
showcase project. And a bad showcase sets a bad 
example.’ 

Paramesthi Iswari: ‘We can’t do it on our own, not yet. 
At some point, we will be able to work independently, 
but for now we really need the Dutch model. If the new 
water authority loses its Dutch counterpart, it’s going 
to be difficult to become operational. In that case it will 
lose the people’s support, not only in Banger but in all 
of Semarang.’ 
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In a newly built house in Assen, Roy Kraft Van Ermel has 
created his own little Indonesia. Beautiful wooden furniture 
adorns his home. A beautifully painted portrait of an 
Indonesian villager hangs on the wall, and photographs 
of his parents and grandparents offer a glimpse into 
Indonesia’s recent past. Instead of serving only one 
biscuit with the coffee (a typical Dutch habit), he serves 
a plate full of cakes and biscuits. The Indonesian touch 
complements the style of the Dutch house perfectly. In his 
work, Van Ermel also manages to combine the two worlds 
seamlessly. With a twinkle in his eyes he talks about his 
experiences as a ‘liaison’. 
 ‘Initially, I was hesitant when I was asked to work 
on the project. I had retired by then. Having held three 
positions simultaneously, I used to work 60 to 70 hours a 
week. Now, I wanted to enjoy a quiet retirement. But this 
was something special. My wife is from Semarang and my 
grandparents were from there as well. It was also a way of 
giving something back to my country. I had the opportunity 
to study in the Netherlands, but I’m well aware that many 
people in my home country aren’t so lucky. 
 Another decisive factor was my connection with Johan 
Helmer. He’s open, a hard worker, and down-to-earth. He 
radiates self-confidence. I have Asian blood, so for me 
confidence is extremely important. And so my wife and I 
went to Semarang in April 2009. 
 I had already done my homework: I knew who were 
the major political parties,  who were the people in 
power. It’s very important to familiarize yourself with the 

administrative side. If you really want to get something 
done, you need to invest in relationships with key figures. 

speech 

Once I was there, I gave a speech during a lunch meeting, 
in Indonesian. I said that as an Indonesian I was happy 
to be the representative for the Netherlands and to be in 
Semarang to support the city and combat the flooding. I 
emphasised: “This is your city and your project. We, the 
Dutch water board and I – are only here to serve you.” That 
tone is very important: you shouldn’t feel superior. They 
liked the speech and were impressed that an Indonesian 
had achieved so much in the Netherlands. 
 C’est le ton qui fait la musique, it’s the tone that makes 
the music. In the beginning they didn’t want to hear about 
authorities. You can’t just barge in with some model that 
you want to impose, you need to start by asking questions. 
You ask them: what do you want? Do you want to stop 
this area from slipping further into poverty? Do you want 
to increase employment, improve public health and keep 
the area from flooding? Yes, of course they want that. If 
you capitalize on that, you automatically reach the point 
where you can put forward your own ideas. Besides this 
relationship based on trust, knowledge and experience also 
play a crucial role. You need to know what you’re talking 
about and you need to keep your word. 
 Building personal relationships is of great importance. 
My wife and I often went out for dinner with the mayor and 
his wife. In the meantime, my wife and the mayor’s wife 
have become very close friends, as have I and the mayor. 
Those dinners take more time than official meetings, but 
the trust they create is essential.
 I also had to talk to the governor and the minister for 
Public Works to promote the project and secure financial 
backing. In all of these formal and informal meetings, 
three things are essential if you want to achieve anything: 
language, culture and a personal connection. You may 
master a language, but if you don’t know the culture you 
will miss out on jokes and other subtleties. Indonesians can 
say “yes” but at the same time mean “no”. 
 In the Netherlands, communication is much more 
rational. In Indonesia, emotions have the upper hand. 
Courtesy and respect are very important. You don’t visit 
the mayor in sandals and shorts, even when it’s 30 degrees 
outside.

step by step

Roy Kraft van Ermel takes a break. His wife Joyce has 
prepared a special Indonesian bean soup for us. It’s 
delicious. While we’re enjoying lunch, he continues. 
‘When I arrived, there were some cultural clashes between 
the Dutch and the Indonesians. I had a lot of respect for 
the Dutch, you know. They’re hard workers. I could have 
a beer with them and chat with them about those “slick 
Indonesians”. But I also understood the Indonesians 
very well. For example, the Dutch think that nothing is 

happening, and then, suddenly, something has been 
accomplished. It seems to take longer, but things are 
simply done in a different way. In the Netherlands we have 
a culture of all or nothing, whereas in Indonesia, things are 
done step by step. 
 The Dutch are very good at creating plans and 
procedures. Indonesians are creative and have a great 
ability for improvisation. We can learn a lot from them. 
I live in two cultures and understand them both. I like 
bringing people together and building bridges. Which 
culture I prefer working with? I prefer a combination of the 
best aspects of both cultures. For example, my businesslike 
side came to the fore when we organized an informal 
meeting with scientists, lawyers, council members, business 
representatives, and representatives from the population to 
decide on the exact structure of the water board. That day, 
sensitivities surrounding the distribution of votes emerged. 
The municipal civil servants had proposed to occupy seven 
out of eleven administrative seats in the water board. I 
said: “If this motion is accepted, I will resign immediately.”  
Because, of course, if seven out of eleven seats are 
occupied by civil servants, the water board’s democratic 
principle will not survive for long. Indonesians are not used 
to such straightforwardness. However, after this meeting, 
it took us just one weekend to flesh out the water board 
concept. I went straight to the mayor. He was ill, but said: 
“Roy, come over.” It wasn’t an easy meeting, but the mayor 
agreed. I called Johan on the spot and told him: “We did it, 
the mayor has ratified the proposal.” Johan was over the 
moon.’

no jaunts 

‘It was hard work. My trips to Indonesia weren’t “jaunts” or 
anything like that at all. But I did like the work a lot, and 
it’s important for the Netherlands and Indonesia. For me, 
that is the main thing. Once you’re no longer motivated, 
you might as well quit. Well, basically, I have retired, but 
if they want to create additional water boards in Indonesia 
and they need an intermediary…they can call me! 

In the enthusiastic Roy Kraft van Ermel, Johan Helmer 
found the perfect ambassador for his project. Kraft 
van Ermel, born and raised in Indonesia, came to the 
Netherlands at the age of twenty. In the Netherlands 
he studied public administration, and until he retired, 
he worked as a city council member, a provincial policy 
advisor and a member of water boards. Knowing both 
Indonesian and Dutch culture like the back of his hand, 
he managed to strike exactly the right note during the 
realization of the first Indonesian water board. 

the perfect 
 go-betWeen

You can read more about LOGO South’s Indonesian projects 
in VNG International’s publication Kijk over je grenzen (in 
Dutch) and Memandang jauh ke depan (in Indonesian).
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People’s trash gets stuck 
in the ditch to the 
mouth of the river 

Roy Kraft
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