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Overview of MUS
Multiple-use water systems (MUS) are de-

signed to address local people’s multiple 

water needs through a participatory plan-

ning approach. Proponents of MUS argue 

that MUS are more cost-effective and sus-

tainable than single-use systems. In the 

past, many traditional rural water supply 

and farmers-managed irrigation systems 

(FMIS) were also ‘MUS’ and provided wa-

ter for a wide variety of purposes, e.g. for 

livestock, washing clothes or mills. While 

many modern local water systems devel-

oped by the government and international 

funding agencies have been designed for 

single uses, in the last decade some orga-

nizations in Nepal have realized the poten-

tial of MUS and have focused resources on 

implementing more MUS instead of single 

use systems.

Despite support for MUS by some develop-

ment actors, its entry into public investment 

has been relatively limited. The Interna-

tional Water Management Institute (IWMI) 

explores the barriers and opportunities in 

accomplishing a formal recognition and in-

tegration of MUS in public water resource 

planning and development in Nepal. Find-

ings illuminate how perceptions of different 

water use systems are tied to different vi-

sions of development and organizational 

interests, causing a lack in common framing 

of MUS.

Institutionalizing MUS
One of the surest signs of the growth in 

MUS’s national visibility was the conven-

ing of the International MUS workshop 

which was held in Kathmandu in February 

of 2016, which gathered around 250 partic-

ipants and was inaugurated by the Minister 

of Population and Environment. The work-

shop also led to the creation of the MUS 

Nepal network. Additionally, International 

Development Enterprises (iDE), an inter-

national NGO, and the Ministry of Popu-

lation and Environment (MoPE) of Nepal 

together developed a set of MUS guide-

lines to introduce and upscale MUS as a cli-

mate smart technology. In recognizing that 

MUS’s integration must be both bottom-up 

and top-down, IWMI has studied the insti-

tutionalization of MUS in Nepal under the 

DFID-funded project, BRACED-Anukulan.

Methodology of Study
To explore the extent to which MUS can be 

formally recognized within existing institu-

tions, IWMI conducted semi-structured in-

terviews with a range of stakeholders from 

government agencies, international and 

national non-government organisations, 

experts and farmers using MUS. Stakehold-

ers were selected based on the relevance 

of their mandate to MUS for government 

agencies and on their present involve-

ment on piloting MUS in Nepal for INGOs 

and NGOs. Interviews were conducted 

in Dadeldhura, Kailali and Kaski districts. 

We relied on collective action theory (Van 

de Ven & Hargrave, 2004) to understand 

barriers and opportunities for institutional 

change.

“There has always been an 
effort, at least on the engineer-
ing part, to save water so as to 
maximize the use of water by 
introducing a simple double 
tap technology or others in 
rural areas. This effort was on 
even before iDE-supported 
projects introduced MUS for-
mally in some parts of Nepal” 
(NGO staff, Kathmandu, Nov. 
2015)

Farmers develop MUS in Shikharpur, Baitadi.
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Framings
MUS is a concept that was ‘imported’ to 

Nepal. The use of MUS as a concept to ad-

dress water management problems in Ne-

pal discourses can be tracked back to iDE’s 

operations in the early 2000s. However, 

informants stress that water systems have 

been designed for multiple uses long be-

fore the concept of MUS entered interna-

tional and national discourses. The defini-

tion and understanding of MUS varies from 

one organization to another and is largely 

tied to the organizational mandate. For 

instance, the Department of Water Supply 

and Sanitation (DWSS) stresses the priority 

to provide drinking water supply through 

MUS whereas the DOI emphasized the ir-

rigation objectives that can be achieved 

through MUS. In contrast to government 

agencies, INGOs and NGOs stress the par-

ticipatory and community-driven approach 

of MUS. Some of the mutually held under-

standings of MUS in Nepal across organiza-

tions include the role of MUS in supporting 

income generation, the cost effectiveness 

of MUS, the ability to provide multiple uses 

through a single system and the lack of 

awareness of MUS in many communities.

Institutional Challenges and Opportuni-
ties
There are different views on what are the 

institutional challenges if institutionalising 

MUS. Some INGO field staff point to a lack 

of public financial support as well as rigid 

water quantity standards. Other advocates 

of MUS feel that major barriers for upscal-

ing lie in the entrenched institutional silos 

that characterise the water sector in Nepal 

and in the lack of a legitimate set of guide-

lines at the central level for MUS. Even if 

most members of the MUS network fore-

see the need for a balanced bottom-up 

and top-down approach to institutionalis-

ing MUS, limited institutional avenues for a 

bottom-up movement towards institution-

alisation exist.

Networks
While current actors willing to promote 

institutional change for MUS are mostly 

INGOs and NGOs, there is a timid move 

towards a stronger MUS network, initiated 

by the International MUS workshop held 

in February 2016 and the creation of the 

MUS Nepal network. However the network 

is mostly a top-down initiative. There is no 

articulated demand of farmers for MUS and 

even if this demand is to be articulated, no 

civil society organisation with the capacity, 

interest and legitimacy exists to promote 

the institutionalisation of MUS from the 

grassroots to the national level.

Opportunities
There are, however, a few institutional op-

portunities for upscaling MUS in Nepal. 

The MoPE national guidelines for MUS can 

foster the consideration of MUS in local 

adaption plans of action (LAPAs) and sup-

port a grassroots demand for MUS through 

the local Energy, Environment and Climate 

Change Coordination Committees. The in-

creased autonomy and downward account-

ability of local governments in the context 

of federalism and local elections can also 

open new windows for a bottom-up ap-

proach to MUS. Lastly, the recent nation-

al guidelines on water user master plans 

(WUMPs) can also be an entry point for in-

tegrating MUS into local planning at a large 

scale. 

Conclusion
Our analysis highlights a lack of a shared 

framing on MUS. This largely reflects the in-

stitutional silos and variety of organisation-

al interests and mandates related to water 

resource development and management in 

Nepal. There is also a lack of a clear and 

common framing on identifying the institu-

tional barriers required in overcoming the 

upscaling of MUS in Nepal. Pursuing collec-

tive action for institutional change will re-

quire a MUS network to develop a common 

identity. It will also require actors to initiate 

a dialogue to identify and agree on the nec-

essary institutional reforms to upscale MUS. 

The existing nascent network now needs to 

mobilise resources and combine top-down 

and bottom-up mechanisms of interaction, 

taking advantage of existing opportunities. 

As collective action is a political process, 

MUS also needs to become an issue for 

political debate that is given the legitimacy 

and attention that it deserves.

“So far, MUS has not been well grounded on policy. It is being done 
haphazardly, instead of following a policy. It needs to be moved 
ahead based on policy.” (government officer, central level agency, 
Kathmandu, Dec. 2015)

This policy brief was born out of a paper prepared for the Farmer Managed Irrigation System (FMIST) Seminar, April 2017, Kathmandu.

 The MUS Nepal network gathers in April of 2017 for a Nepal MUS Network Workshop.


