
A decade of systems strengthening

Lessons learned by IRC WASH

Global South Academic Conclave, Ahmedabad 6th Feb 2026

Dr. Patrick Moriarty, CEO IRCWASH

Kabarole Uganda | Photo by Jeroen van Loon 



IRC – an international think and do tank—

specialised in water, sanitation and hygiene systems 

strengthening

Founded in 1968, as 

International Reference 

Centre for Community 

Water - linked to the 

World Health 

Organization.

Today, actively building 

strong water, sanitation 

and hygiene systems – 

from the bottom up and 

the top down.

We exist to ensure that 

everyone, everywhere 

has access to safe 

drinking water and safely 

managed sanitation

We do so by supporting 

countries to build strong 

local and national 
services, underpinned 

by resilient systems, that 

transform lives and build 

equity, justice and 

opportunity for all.



https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/irc_annual_report_2024_1.pdf



The challenge:a chronic lack of service sustainability

If we know how to build it… why doesn’t it keep working ??





The sanitation service chain





Our Theory of Change 



Overlapping physical and institutional boundaries









What we’ve learned?

Water and sanitation are hard – because they’re universal public 

services with externalities

Water & Sanitation is political – and political leadership is essential

It is also complex and technical - professionalisation is essential

In a complex & changing world - systems leadership matters

Collective action is the engine – and patience the price



https://www.africawatersystems.org/

https://www.ircwash.org/wash-systems-academy

https://www.systemsleadershipessay.com/



Supporting water sanitation
and hygiene services for life

Ben Curtis/AP
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