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When Ek Sonn Chan, General Director of Cambodia’s 
Phnom Penh Water Supply Authority, first took the reigns 
of the utility in 1993, he discovered that only 20% of the 
utility’s connections were metered, and utility employees 
themselves were installing most of the illegal connections. 
His initial interventions included installing water meters, 
firing staff found guilty of corrupt practices, partnering 
with the public to report illegal connections, leaks and 
other service problems, and providing incentives for staff 
to do the job right. From 72% in 1993, the utility’s NRW 
has now gone down to 6%, a remarkable feat not just in 
Asia but globally.  

Reducing Asia’s NRW is essentially a governance chal-
lenge. Illegal connections can only be eliminated when 
utilities have autonomy and discipline, and when they 
are accountable to regulators and the public. In addition, 
utility employees need genuine incentives to do their jobs 
and replace the incentives they have made for themselves 
through illegal connections, false meter readings, and 
others. 

Getting the public to value the tariff they pay for their 
water is also a solid step toward addressing the NRW 
challenge. When tariffs are valued as they should, people 
develop a stronger incentive to report to utilities the leaks, 
thefts, and other water losses they observe within their 
environment.

Benchmarking NRW is 
also particularly useful, as it 
enables utilities to compare 
themselves with others, or 
compare their individual 
performances at different pe-
riods. In 2005, the South East 
Asian Water Utilities Network 
concluded the first phase 
of a regional benchmarking 
program that included NRW 
reduction as a key indicator. 
The network is now in the 2nd 
phase of its benchmarking 
program involving 40 water 
utilities, with results to be 
finalized in 2007.

Water Lost, 
Water Regained
Phnom Penh’s is not the only 
water utility finding its stride 
in the fight against NRW.

Manila Water Company, Inc., a concessionaire that 
took over an inefficient water network system in 1997, 
faced deteriorated pipes lines, widespread illegal connec-
tions, and a 63% NRW. With a multi-pronged strategy that 
involved strategic zoning, gaining the public’s trust, and 
technological innovations, Manila Water not only reduced 
NRW to 30% by 2006, but has also increased its customer 
base, including 148,000 urban poor households.

In Ho Chi Minh, a pilot study in two districts that 
lose massive amounts of water and revenues found 126 
leaks in just a 10-kilometer stretch of pipes and uncovered 
metering and connection anomalies. By readjusting water 
pressure to minimize the leaks and updating its customer 
database to identify thieves, the city’s utility reduced NRW 
from 42% to 31% in less than a year, saving $1.4 million 
in annual losses.

These utilities have begun to realize one truth—once 
a utility invests its time and resources in curbing NRW, 
improvements in revenues and service delivery are bound 
to happen.  

More success stories on developing Asia’s triumph 
over NRW can be found at ADB’s water website: www.
adb.org/water.
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What is nonrevenue water?
In its “Best Practice” Water Balance and Terminology, the 
International Water Association (IWA) defined the various 
components of nonrevenue water as follows:
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