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Abstract 
This working paper outlines analytical pathways that could contribute to 
deepening the understanding of water inequalities in cities of the Global 
South. It brings together the status quo of research on water inequalities in 
Accra, the capital of Ghana, and studies on Environmental Justice. In doing 
so, it argues for the need to analytically distinguish between the terms 
‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justice’. Studying everyday water practices and per-
spectives on water (in)justice of different stakeholders would be a suitable 
entry point for an in-depth ethnographic study that analytically separates 
water inequalities and water injustices but considers their interlinkages. The 
working paper is based on a literature review conducted in 2015 in the scope 
of the WaterPower project. 
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1 Introduction 

The recent report on the progress on sanitation and drinking water published 
by the World Health Organization and Unicef states that 748 million people 
did not have access to improved drinking water1 in 2012, pointing out that 
about 43% of those lived in sub-Saharan Africa (WHO/ UNICEF, 2014). The 
report states that urban dwellers tend to have better access to improved wa-
ter supply compared with their rural counterparts. However, the report also 
acknowledges “intra-urban disparities” in access to water (ibid, p. 29).2 The 
latter is at the center of this working paper.  

Yet, ‘access to water’ has to be put in plural: In many cities of the Global 
South the water supply of the official water utility is fragmented as the pipe 
water network covers only part of the city area and the supply is irregular 
(Cheng, 2014; Kjellen, 2000; Matsinhe, Juízo, Macheve, & Santos, 2008). 
Thus, the official water supply is “co-produced” (Ahlers, Cleaver, Rusca, & 
Schwartz, 2014) by multiple private water providers and by self-supply tech-
niques. Consequently, different waters flow within the city and there are dif-
ferent modalities to accessing these waters. This situation is apparent in Ac-
cra, the capital of Ghana, the case study on which this working paper is 
based.  

Based on the case study of Accra and its Greater Metropolitan Area (GAMA), 
this working paper seeks to outline analytical pathways that could contribute 
to deepen the understanding of water inequalities in cities that are charac-
terized by a fragmented and co-produced water supply system. For this en-
deavor, a twofold approach will follow: Firstly, the status quo of the scholarly 
literature that addresses inequalities in access to water in Accra is presented 
and limits of these studies are identified. This is followed by a theoretical 
discussion of the terms ‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justices’ within the concept of 
Environmental Justice (EJ). The concept of EJ is a promising concept to ad-
dress water inequalities and injustices, since it gives particular attention to 
the question who is exposed to environmental burdens and who enjoys en-
vironmental goods. In addition, latter EJ-studies go beyond a mere illumina-
tion of the (statistical) relations between environmental burdens or goods 
and social groups but analyze the production of these patterns (Morello-
Frosch, 2002). This is  particularly true for recent studies on water justice (Joy, 
Kulkarni, Roth, & Zwarteveen, 2014; Roth, Zwarteveen, Joy, & Kulkarni, 2014; 
Williams & Mawdsley, 2006; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014). Yet, the paper 
argues that even though (in)justice and (in)equality are linked ideas, they are 
two different concepts. Inequality refers to the structural phenomena that 

                                                           
 
1 The WHO does not only consider piped water (inside the house or in the yard) but 
also water from public taps or standpipes, tube wells or boreholes, protected dug 
wells and springs, as well as from rainwater collections as improved drinking water 
sources (WHO/ UNICEF (2014)). 
2 The term ‘disparity’ is used in this working paper synonymously with the term ‘in-
equality’. For a discussion of terms such as ‘heterogeneities/ (differences)’, ‘inequal-
ity/ (disparities)’, and ‘injustices/ (inequity)’ see the section on Environmental Jus-
tice. 
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people, belonging to a social category such as class or gender, do have dif-
ferent types and means of access to resources which position people in a 
favorable or disadvantaged position (Solga, Powell, & Berger, 2009, p. 15). In 
contrast, (in)justice is a normative concept. Distributional justice describes, 
for instance, what a just allocation of resources should look like.  

The two concepts ‘(in)justice’ and ‘(in)equality’ are interlinked since ideas of 
(distributive) justice are essential, whether inequalities are perceived as le-
gitimate or scandalized as inequalities (Diewald & Faist, 2011; Solga et al., 
2009). The latter contributes to the fact that the terms are sometimes used 
in an overlapping or even interchangeable sense. This is also true for the con-
cept of EJ where the terms ‘(in)justice’ and ‘(in)equality’ are sometimes con-
flated (Pellow, 2000). Indeed, scholars within the EJ-concept seem to implic-
itly refer to the observation of inequalities in distribution of environmental 
goods or bads as an injustice. Yet, a clear distinction between the terms 
‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justice’ would not only enhance the analytical value of 
the EJ concept but could also contribute to enhancing the knowledge of wa-
ter inequalities and injustices in Accra. In fact, with such an analytical distinc-
tion justice can also become a question for empirical analysis in itself. The 
focus would then not be on the researcher’s position, with regard to justice, 
but would lie on the understanding of justice of those people who experi-
enced environmental inequalities.  

This working paper is organized in three main sections. The first section gives 
an overview of the literature on inequalities in access to waters in Accra. In 
the second section, the concept of EJ is introduced and discussed in relation 
to the terms ‘justice’ and ‘inequality’. This discussion is based on the different 
ideas of justice that have been conceptualized within Philosophy and the 
conceptualization of inequality within Sociology. The last section outlines the 
analytical pathways that could deepen the understanding of water inequali-
ties and injustice in Accra, and in cities of the Global South in general. 

2 The Uneven Waters of Accra 

Although Ghana has abundant water resources, only about half of the popu-
lation in Accra and its Greater Metropolitan Area (GAMA) has direct access 
to piped water from the public water utility Ghana Water Company Limited 
(GWCL).3  Moreover, even dwellers with a pipe connection do not have a 
guaranteed regular water flow since interruptions in water supply continue 
to occur as a result of pipe water rationing (Stoler et al., 2012). Indeed, piped 
water flows only on certain days per week and certain hours of the day, de-
pending on spatial factors (Peloso & Morinville, 2014; Stoler et al., 2012; see 

                                                           
 
3 While there are inconsistent numbers on the piped water coverage available, they 
all point to the fact that roughly half of the urban population in GAMA has access to 
piped water. Adank, Darteh, Moriarty, and Osei (2011, V) refers to 51%, van Rooijen, 
Spalthoff, and Raschid-Sally (2008, p. 262) to 45%, Peloso and Morinville (2014, 
p. 121) state that GWCL meets only about 60% of the total water demands. 
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figure 1 in the appendix). Due to the erratic and unreliable piped water sup-
ply, water storage facilities become essential (Ainuso, 2010; Peloso & Morin-
ville, 2014). In the light of a limited water supply from the official water net-
work, multiple private water providers have emerged in GAMA (Adank et al., 
2011). Water tankers, for instance, serve areas where piped water does not 
flow. In addition, other private persons sell smaller quantities of groundwa-
ter from their private wells, retail water from tankers or from their private 
piped water connection to neighbors. Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) have tried to assist by establishing decentralized water kiosks where 
water is treated and sold in buckets within a particular community (Adank et 
al., 2011). Urban dwellers in Accra also resort to self-supply systems such as 
harvesting rainwater or directly accessing groundwater through a private 
well or borehole (Adank et al., 2011). Drinking water is commonly sold in 500 
ml sealed plastic bags called sachets and sold by private water vendors basi-
cally everywhere in the city (Stoler, 2013). 

Three classes of water consumers have been identified: i) those who have 
uninterrupted access to piped water (which is the privileged minority), ii) 
those who have a piped water connection but with frequent interruptions in 
flow so that the water needs have to be supplemented through private water 
providers and iii) those who are totally dependent on private water providers 
because they do not have a piped water connection (Amankwaa, Owusu, 
Owusu, & Eshun, 2014). In general, it is emphasized that the coverage of 
piped water in low-income neighborhoods is significantly lower than in high-
income areas (Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; Obeng-Odoom, 2012; 
Stoler et al., 2012). Thus, particularly poor urban dwellers have to resort to 
private water providers (Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; van Rooijen 
et al., 2008).4   

Despite the fact that private water providers serve for the water needs of 
poor urban dwellers, scholars have emphasized that by relying on their ser-
vices, poor urban dwellers are also exposed to the drawbacks of private pro-
viders. In particular, the higher unit price of water from private providers and 
health-related risks that are associated with water from private providers 
have widely been highlighted (Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; Obeng-
Odoom, 2012; van Rooijen et al., 2008). Poor urban dwellers have to pay wa-
ter prices around three to twenty times higher than those prices set by public 

                                                           
 
4 Yet, if poor urban households do have direct access to piped water, they are more 
affected by the erratic piped water supply than richer dwellers. The former are 
mostly not able to pay for large water storage containers (so called poly tanks), to 
store water in times when the pipe water flows and to use the storage water during 
the regular interruptions of the pipe water flow (Peloso and Morinville (2014). 
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providers.5 Private water vendors are not regulated by the Public Utility Reg-
ulatory Commission (PURC) and thus the price of water is freely determined 
by market forces (Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; Peloso & Morinville, 
2014; Stoler et al., 2012; van Rooijen et al., 2008). Hence, prices are depend-
ent, for instance, on water availability, which in turn depends on the season 
and on the flow of water in the network (Ainuso, 2010). Yet, Peloso and 
Morinville (2014) point out that residents of a poor urban neighborhood per-
ceive the water prices set by private water providers as “fairly knowable and 
manageable” (Peloso & Morinville, 2014, p. 130). In addition, Stoler (2013, p. 
187) highlights that the burden to fetch water is perceived by low-income 
households as more cumbersome than the cost involved.  

Nevertheless, in the case of low-income households, health risks may arise 
from the habit of using less or reusing water to conserve water in light of the 
high prices set by private water providers (Amankwaa et al., 2014, p. 80). 
Apart from this water price related impacts on water use and related health 
risk, the customers of private water providers are exposed to health risks due 
to the quality of the water provided and the risk of pollution during storage 
(Ainuso, 2010). For instance, the sources from which private water providers 
get their water are often dubious; without the possibility to check the quality 
of the water, it is difficult to know whether the water was sourced from piped 
water provided by the official water utility or untreated surface water (Ai-
nuso, 2010). In addition, storage tanks are often not cleaned on a regular 
basis (Ainuso, 2010; Obeng-Odoom, 2012). Water storages in households 
also raise health issues as buckets are used which are commonly worn-out 
and without lids (Amankwaa et al., 2014).  

With regards to the quality of sachet water, study results are conflicting 
(Osei, Newman, Mingle, Ayeh-Kumi, & Kwasi, 2013; Stoler, 2014). Urban 
dwellers perceive the water quality of sachet water, which is commonly re-
ferred to as “pure water”, as higher compared to tap water (Stoler et al., 
2012; Stoler, 2013; Stoler, Tutu, & Winslow, 2015). Stoler and colleagues 
(Stoler et al., 2012; Stoler, 2013; Stoler et al., 2015) have intensively studied 
the phenomena of sachet water in Accra. Sachet water has increasingly be-
come an alternative drinking water source in the city. Similarly, as reported 
for other private water providers (i.e. water tankers and neighborhood water 
vendors), Stoler et al. (2012) found in their study that particularly poor urban 
dwellers resort to sachet water for drinking purposes. In addition, the au-
thors highlight that the water rationing scheme rolled out by the GWCL affect 
the consumption of sachet water. In fact, sachet water consumption is linked 
to a high degree of piped water rationing within a particular neighborhood 
(ibid.). Yet, in a recent study conducted in a low-income neighborhood, Stoler 

                                                           
 
5 Ainuso (2010) states that those who rely on private water vendors pay three or four 
times more  than the customers of Ghana GWCL, who enjoy piped water, van Rooijen 
et al. (2008) speaks of up to eight times, Obeng-Odoom (2012) refers to about 12 
times, and Amankwaa, Owusu, Owusu, and Eshun (2014) mentions  three to 20 
times. 
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et al. (2015) show that sachet water is consumed even though there is access 
to piped water. In addition, not only poor urban dwellers consume sachet 
water but also those who are financially well-off. This goes along with the 
result that consumers mainly resort to sachet water because it is convenient 
and not primarily because there is no other drinking water option available 
(Stoler et al., 2015). Thus, while at the beginning of the sachet water produc-
tion particularly poor urban dwellers resorted to sachet water, it has increas-
ingly become a favorable drinking water access modality of all social classes.  

Nonetheless, sachet water consumption remains contradictory: While the 
unit cost of sachet water is higher than that of piped water from the official 
water utility (GWCL), the use of sachet water reduces health risks associated 
with water which is poorly stored in open buckets (Stoler, 2013). Stoler et al. 
(2012) show that the use of sachet water within low-income neighborhoods 
has a protective effect against child diarrhea. However, the empty plastic sa-
chets pollute the streets and choke the open drains of Accra. The latter cre-
ates numerous health related risks and problems (Stoler et al., 2012; Stoler, 
2013).  

The available literature on inequalities in accessing water in Accra is limited 
to the study of low-income neighborhoods and poor urban dwellers. The wa-
ter situation in high-income neighborhoods attracts rather little attention 
within scholarly literature even though high-income neighborhoods with a 
pipe connection may experience regular interruptions in the flow of water 
and therefore may depend on private water providers as well. In addition, 
Stoler (2013, p. 188) emphasizes that low-density middle-class settlements 
located at the peri-urban fringes also rely on private water providers or their 
own wells to access water. If solely poor urban neighborhoods are studied in 
order to illustrate inequalities in accessing waters in Accra, a bias exists in the 
analysis.  

Moreover, most of the scholarly literature focuses in particular on inequali-
ties for (poor) urban dwellers that are exposed to different disadvantages 
(i.e. health risk, higher water prices) by resorting to private water providers 
(Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; van Rooijen et al., 2008). Advantages 
of private water providers are rather neglected within the literature. An ex-
emption is the work of Peloso and Morinville (2014), who studied in particu-
lar the ability of poor urban dwellers to navigate through a fragmented and 
co-produced water supply system by employing various adaptation strate-
gies. With this approach, Peloso and Morinville (2014) are not only capable 
of showing the active role of poor urban dwellers in securing their water 
needs but also of illuminating the advantages private water providers can 
hold for poor urban dwellers. The authors illustrate, for instance, that even 
though the water price of private water providers is higher compared to the 
price of the official water utility, poor urban dwellers prefer the “pay as you 
fetch” system of private water providers. The post-use paying system 
through monthly water bills, as employed by the official water utility, holds 
the risk of accruing debt to the GWCL (Peloso & Morinville, 2014, p. 131).  
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This demonstrates that an in-depth analysis is needed to understand the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of private water providers for different social 
groups. The discussed studies illuminate water inequalities that are related 
to the proximate dimension of water access, such as the affordability of wa-
ter or water quality and related health risks (Ranganathan & Balazs, 2015). 
These are important results, yet they are limited since they do not address 
how these water inequalities are produced. For such an analysis a processual 
understanding of water access would be helpful. In such an analysis, focus is 
placed on the history, discursive construction, and politics that underpin un-
even access patterns (Ranganathan & Balazs, 2015). In the next section, the 
EJ-concept is introduced, whereby particular focus lies on the conceptualiza-
tion of the terms ‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justice’. 

3 Environmental Justice 

The normative concept of Environmental Justice (EJ) emerged out of a group 
of movements in the United Stated (US) in the 1970s and 1980s. These grass-
roots movements called attention to the observation that toxic sites are pri-
marily located in poor, racial minority communities (Bullard, 1994). The 1987 
published report by the Commission for Racial Justice of the United Church 
of Christ (UCC) is the formative study in the field of EJ (Foster, 1993). The 
report documents the distribution of commercial hazardous waste sites 
across the US and claims that those facilities are disproportionally located in 
communities of color (United Church of Christ, Commission for Racial Justice, 
1987). This report has inducted an enormous number of studies that investi-
gate the linkages between race, class, and the location of environmental bur-
dens. By assessing statistical evidence between these relations, these early 
studies were mainly quantitative in their approach (Bullard, 1994; Cutter & 
Solecki, 2013). 

Besides the term ‘environmental justice’, the concept of ‘environmental rac-
ism’ is used within EJ-studies. The latter term was coined by the then Execu-
tive Director of the UCC, Dr. Benjamin Chavis, in order to describe the above 
mentioned patterns and relations (Foster, 1993). Yet, ‘environmental racism’ 
assumed intentional discrimination, whereby the term ‘environmental jus-
tice’ includes the normative vision of justice. However, it has been debated 
whether minority communities were actually targeted intentionally by locat-
ing toxic waste dumps close to their living environment and therefore if one 
can speak of discriminatory intent, or whether minority groups were rather 
somehow forced to move into already polluted neighborhoods (Pulido, 
1996). Therefore, a focus on intent-based discrimination is too narrow since 
it over-simplifies the causes of “inequalities” by neglecting "institutional 
mechanisms as well as historical and structural processes" that shape “envi-
ronmental inequalities” (Morello-Frosch, 2002, p. 491).  

The focus on (statistical) relations between race, class, and the location of 
environmental burdens of early EJ-studies was not only criticized internally 
but was also a major point of criticism by other scholars. Scholars of Political 
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Ecology, which have also studied environmental injustices and inequalities, 
clearly distinguish their approach from EJ-studies (Swyngedouw & Cook, 
2009; Swyngedouw & Heynen, 2003). (Urban) Political Ecology scholars focus 
on the processes that are producing uneven urban environments, whereby 
environmental justice studies focus more on the socio-spatial patterns of en-
vironmental burdens and benefits (Swyngedouw, Cook 2009). Swyngedouw 
and Heynen (2003, p. 910) acknowledge that “environmental justice studies” 
(EJS) are often “sensitive to the centrality of social, political and economic 
power relations in shaping processes of uneven socioecological conditions”, 
they emphasize that EJS “often fail to grasp how these relationships are in-
tegral to the functioning of a capitalist political-economic system”. 
Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003) observe the embedding of EJ in political 
practices, as opposed to a theoretically driven approach of (Urban) Political 
Ecology, as the root cause of this different focus of EJ scholars. Yet, this crit-
icism may apply only to early EJ-studies and not necessarily to the emerging 
trend of more political EJ-studies (Ranganathan & Balazs, 2015). Recently, 
the EJ-concept has also been critically employed by scholars who analyze 
“water justice” with different entry points in the Global South (Debbané & 
Keil, 2004; Dill & Crow, 2014; Joy et al., 2014; Mehta, Allouche, Nicol, & 
Walnycki, 2014; Movik, 2014; Udas, Roth, & Zwarteveen, 2014). 

3.1 (In)justice and (In)equality in Environmental Justice Studies 

Studies on EJ draw attention to injustices in relation to environmental issues 
by analyzing who, and through which root causes, is affected by environmen-
tal burdens and who enjoys environmental benefits. In this regard, the con-
cept seems well suited to studying inequalities in access to water, if access 
to (safe) water is conceptualized as an environmental benefit. However, 
there are inherent flaws within the EJ-concept that need to be noted: Within 
the EJ-concept, the terms (in)justice and (in)equality are sometimes used in-
terchangeably (Pellow, 2000). In general terms, EJ-scholars study the rele-
vance of heterogeneity-characteristics such as class, race or gender for the 
distribution of environmental bads and goods. Thus, EJ-scholars study pri-
marily environmental inequalities, but they often do not explicitly note that 
they analyze environmental inequality but they also valuate the illuminated 
uneven patterns as environmental injustices.  

Indeed, inequalities in access to environmental goods as well as exposure to 
environmental hazards are implicitly regarded as injustices. For instance, 
Morello-Frosch (2002) continuously employs the term ‘environmental ine-
quality’, whereas other EJ scholars apply the term ‘environmental justice’. 
Morello-Frosch (2002) states that within EJ, different terms are applied to 
describe environmental justice patterns. However, the author does not elab-
orate on possible different understandings of the term EJ as employed by 
scholars. In particular, she does not stress why she applies ‘environmental 
inequality’ instead of ‘environmental justice’ – which could thus be inter-
preted as a random choice. Similar to the overall EJ approach, most of the 
studies that particularly address water justice, equate inequalities in access 
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to water with water (in)justices (Debbané & Keil, 2004; Dill & Crow, 2014; 
Mehta et al., 2014; Udas et al., 2014).  

Recently, Schlosberg (2003, 2004, 2007) has elaborated on the term ‘justice’ 
within the concept of EJ. He highlights that justice has been mainly addressed 
as distributive justice within the EJ-concept, whereby justice also has a di-
mension of recognition and procedures. Schlosberg (2004) argues that dis-
tributive justice looks at the distribution of burdens and goods between dif-
ferent groups. In contrast, recognition as an element of justice refers to the 
recognition of “group differences”, which are established along identities 
such as gender, race or socio-economic status. He argues that due to the fact 
that such differences are attached to privileges and disadvantages, they have 
to be recognized if one wants to achieve justice (ibid.). “Recognition” and 
“distribution”, as elements of justice, are closely connected since the lack of 
recognition of group differences is a “foundation for distributional justice” 
(Schlosberg, 2004, p. 518). Liberal theories on justice such as Rawls influen-
tial book A Theory of Justice assume and subsume recognition within distrib-
utive justice. Schlosberg, however, emphasizes the necessity to acknowledge 
recognition of group differences as a precise dimension of justice since it is 
an “inherent precondition[s] for distributive justice” (Schlosberg, 2004, p. 
519).  

Besides defining “recognition” as a dimension of justice, Schlosberg (2003, 
2004, 2007) also argues that procedural justice can be considered a distinct 
dimension of justice. Justice as procedure focuses on a just participation in 
(political) decision making. Schlosberg (2003, 2004, 2007) emphasizes that 
just participation has the potential to safeguard the justice-dimensions 
“recognition” and “distribution” as well. Lake (1996) acknowledges that 
some scholars within the field of EJ have already moved beyond distributive 
justice and consider procedural justice as well, albeit in a narrow sense since 
they do not address justice in the process of defining environmental prob-
lems. 

Schlosberg (2007) does not only highlight that without the justice-dimension 
“recognition” and “procedure” the conceptualization of justice remains in-
complete. He also states that distribution, recognition, and procedure are in-
terrelated in the sense that “[…] improved participatory mechanisms can 
help meliorate both other forms of injustice, but those forms of injustice 
must be addressed in order to improve participation” (Schlosberg, 2003, p. 
86f). Schlosberg (2004) thus calls for a “trivalend” justice approach.  

The conceptualization of justice by Schlosberg (2003, 2004, 2007) highlights 
the different and interrelated dimensions of justice. This more holistic under-
standing of justice is promising because it can broaden the analysis of envi-
ronmental justice studies which have often defined justice in a narrow and 
elusive way. The importance of Schlosberg’s conceptualization is shown by 
recent studies of EJ, which are more nuanced due to a more multifaceted 
understanding of justice than in early EJ studies. For instance, recently pub-
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lished water justice studies base their notion of justice on justice as distribu-
tion, as recognition and as procedure (Joy et al., 2014; Mehta et al., 2014; 
Udas et al., 2014).  

Ultimately Schlosberg has enhanced the discussion on the conceptualization 
of justice within the EJ-concept. However, his three interrelated dimensions 
of justice do not capture the various normative ideas of justice. In particular, 
his work does not illuminate the difference between the concepts of 
(in)equality and (in)justice. Müller (1997) argues that since the term ‘inequal-
ity’ is mainly theorized within Sociology and the term ‘justice’ mainly in Phi-
losophy, the relationship between these two terms has been neglected. In 
order to show the difference between the two concepts, I will, in the follow-
ing, draw on literature of Sociology and Philosophy.  

3.2 Inequality in Sociology 

Inequality is a classical topic of inquiry within Sociology. In general, inequality 
refers to the structural phenomena that people belonging to a social cate-
gory such as class or gender have different access to resources, which posi-
tions them in a favorable or disadvantaged position (Solga et al., 2009, p. 15). 
Even though there are various debates within Sociology with regards to ine-
quality, we base our discussion on the recent work of Diewald and Faist 
(2011), since it provides a thorough understanding of the concept of inequal-
ity. Diewald and Faist’s (2011) contribution to the study of inequality is in 
particular valuable since they stress the genesis of inequalities and thus make 
a strong call for a distinction between ‘heterogeneities/differences’ and ‘in-
equalities’. I believe that this distinction is analytically important, also with 
regard to EJ-studies, since it helps to sharpen the analysis on how environ-
mental inequalities are produced.  

The authors argue that the terms ‘heterogeneities’ or ‘differences’ refer to 
the whole diverseness and variety of characteristics of individuals within a 
society.6 These characteristics could, for instance, be ascriptive ones such as 
gender, nationality, and age or others, such as political orientation, lifestyle 
or qualification. Alongside these heterogeneity-characteristics, society can 
be categorized into distinct groups. Through social mechanisms, these heter-
ogeneity-characteristics can turn into determinants of inequalities (Diewald 
& Faist, 2011). One prominent mechanism of inequality production, which 
was identified within Sociology, is social closure (soziale Schließung). This is 
a process in which social actors aim to monopolize, for instance, resources 
or power in order to be able to exclude others. The exclusion of others 

                                                           
 
6 Diewald and Faist (2011) prefer the term ‘heterogeneities’ over the term ‘differ-
ence’ since the latter is often only used in the context of cultural differences. How-
ever, the terms can be used interchangeably here. I will also use the term ‘difference’ 
since it is one of the terms which are applied within EJ. As discussed above, Schlos-
berg (2003) refers to “difference” and argues that lack of recognition of differences 
is a cultural and institutional injustice. 
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thereby unfolds based on heterogeneity-characteristics such as gender or so-
cio-economic status (see Diewald & Faist, 2011also for examples of other so-
cial mechanisms). ‘Gender’ can therefore turn from a ‘simple’ difference (i.e. 
heterogeneity-characteristics) into a determinant of inequality if, based on 
this difference, members of society are excluded or disadvantaged with re-
gard to access to resources, prestige or power etc.. Yet, the relevance of het-
erogeneities for inequalities is not given; they are socially constructed 
through negotiation processes that make distinct heterogeneities visible and 
meaningful as such.7 Which meaning a certain heterogeneity, such as gender 
or ethnic class, has within a society is dependent on the social and cultural 
context of the society and might also shift over time (i.e. a certain migrant 
group might be perceived over time as belonging to the majority population). 

In sum, inequalities are socially produced through both social mechanisms 
and the valuation and perception of heterogeneities.8 The term ‘environ-
mental inequalities’ could refer to the observation that certain mechanisms 
turn heterogeneities, such as in the socio-economic status, into environmen-
tal inequalities since this characteristic influences whether one is exposed to 
environmental burdens or has access to environmental benefits. This has 
been done by scholars analyzing inequalities in access to water in Accra. For 
instance, Amankwaa et al. (2014) have illustrated that the inadequacies of 
the water supply in Accra are experienced disproportionally in low-income 
neighborhoods, i.e. by poor urban dwellers. However, they did not study so-
cio-political mechanisms that have turned socio-economic heterogeneities 
into determinants of water inequalities. This might be overcome by studying 
the genesis of inequalities as proposed by Diewald and Faist (2011). 

3.3 Justice in Philosophy 

It would be beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the infinite literature 
on justice within Philosophy. Yet, with the example of distributive justice this 
section aims to illustrate that the concept of justice is not as straight forward 

                                                           
 
7 This is an important point since, for instance, Stephens (2012) uses the terms ‘dif-
ference’ and ‘inequality’ as interchangeable and thus argues that inequalities are 
also, in contrast to inequity and injustice, “neutral descriptions of variation in cir-
cumstance” (Stephens (2012, p. 465).  
8 Yet, the genesis of inequalities is complex since the manifestation of social inequal-
ities can reproduce inequalities, but it can also produce new heterogeneity-charac-
teristics (Diewald and Faist (2011). For instance, gender is a heterogeneity which be-
comes a determinant of social inequalities if social mechanisms take effect that ex-
clude, for instance, women from the university education. This could in turn have 
the impact that women have a lower qualification than men. Thus, the manifestation 
of social inequality, i.e. different qualification level, can become a new heterogene-
ity-characteristic (i.e. qualification level) which, however, can also function as the 
basis for new inequalities and at the same time can reproduce inequalities that are 
based on gender.  
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as it may seem within EJ studies. Within distributive justice one can for in-
stance ask what a just distribution constitutes, or in other words on what 
basis a just distribution should be made.  

Within Philosophy, several definitions of distributive justice can be found 
(see table 1 below): from an egalitarian point of view, distributive justice 
would occur if every individual had the same level of goods and services. 
Thus, an egalitarian understanding of justice equates justice with equality. In 
contrast, the ‘difference-based principle of justice’ would allow for inequality 
of distribution as long as it improves the situation of the weakest in a society. 
From the perspective of a desert-based principle, justice would be achieved 
if the distribution is proportional to the effort individuals make, whereby 
need-based principles focus on the different needs of disadvantaged people. 
Utilitarians argue that a just distribution should maximize the utility (defined 
differently, for instance, as economic well-being or also as the lack of suffer-
ing) for the majority. In contrast, Libertarians do not advocate for any precise 
distribution pattern but rather argue whether the distribution process is just 
the outcome i.e. whether the distribution patterns are also just (Lamont & 
Favor, 2014). This summarized overview of selected numbers of different un-
derstandings of distributive justice gives an impression of how diverse the 
understanding of distributive justice alone can be, i.e. without considering 
the other spheres of justice that have been emphasized by Schlosberg (2003, 
2004, 2007).  

A rare example within the EJ literature that does consider the different mean-
ings of justice is the study of Movik (2014). The author draws attention to the 
manifestation of different ideas of water justice in the crafting of water pol-
icies. She draws on the case of South Africa and the formulation of the Water 
Allocation Reform policy, which aims to re-distribute the user right to water. 
She analyzes the shift of the idea of (re)distributive justice within the policy 
formulation process from a desert-oriented and utilitarian interpretation of 
justice towards an egalitarian perspective. By unpacking the multiple under-
standings and interpretations of distributional water justice, she calls for a 
“pluralistic notion of justice" (Movik, 2014, p. 188). 

Table 1: Principles of distributive justice 

Theory Principle 
Egalitarianism Equal shares  
Difference-based permits inequalities that work to the advantage of the 

most disadvantaged  
Desert-based Rewards proportional to input 
Need-based Rewards according to needs 
Utilitarianism  Greatest good for greatest number 
Libertarianism Equal rights 

Source: adapted from (McDermott, Mahanty, & Schreckenberg, 2013)  

By claiming that it is environmental injustice that environmental burdens or 
goods are disproportionally distributed among social groups, EJ-scholars em-
ploy (implicitly) an egalitarian interpretation of justice. Inequalities in access 
to water can be valued as injustice since the available piped water cannot be 
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accessed by the entire population (egalitarianism). At the same time, a valu-
ation of justice does not necessarily follow the boundaries of the different 
principles of justice. In general, the criteria for a just distribution may also 
differ depending on the value people attribute to a social good, which is also 
dynamic in time and place (see Walzer in Schlosberg, 2003). The question of 
water justice also depends on the idea how water should be delivered. For 
instance, if one sees the universal access to the piped water as an important 
feature of water justice, access modalities ’beyond the pipe’ are in general 
dismissed as something to be avoided. Yet, refraining from dismissing private 
water providers altogether might create more challenges in the valuation of 
water justice. Overall, more knowledge might be needed to assess the ad-
vantages and disadvantages that come with the provision of water by private 
water providers. 

4 Pathways to studying water inequalities and injustices in 
cities of the Global South 

Based on the discussion of the literature on water inequalities in Accra and 
the discussion of the terms ‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justice’, in the following sec-
tion I attempt to introduce an analytical framework for studying the uneven 
accesses to waters in cities with a fragmented and co-produced water supply 
system. This approach includes two analytical steps: first, the genesis of wa-
ter inequality is taken into the focus of analysis, and in the second step the 
valuation of these inequalities as water (in)justice is considered as an empir-
ical question. 

4.1 Analyzing water inequalities 

In the context of a fragmented water supply of the official water utility, a first 
analysis could be devoted to the question whether the distribution of piped 
water is dependent on heterogeneity-characteristics. Various scholars have 
highlighted that piped water is distributed alongside the socio-economic 
strata of the urban population in Accra. Indeed, poor urban neighborhoods 
disproportionately lack access to piped water (Ainuso, 2010; Amankwaa et 
al., 2014; Obeng-Odoom, 2012; Stoler et al., 2012). Amankwaa et al. (2014, 
p. 84) highlight the “circular and cumulative causation” of poverty. The au-
thors state that poverty determines in which neighborhood poor dwellers 
can live within a city, while the neighborhood could again contribute to the 
deprivation of poor dwellers because they lack access to pipe water services. 
An analysis of the decision making process of the official water utility with 
regard to water infrastructure projects could be an entry point to studying 
the root causes of the genesis of socio-spatial (pipe) water inequalities. This 
analysis would need a historical approach due to the path-dependencies of 
water infrastructure (Bohman, 2010). Yet, studying inequalities in access to 
water is more complex in a context where multiple private water providers 
co-produce the official pipe water supply.  
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Scholars have (sometimes controversially) discussed the quality and associ-
ated health problems of water that is supplied by private providers. This dis-
cussion illustrates that water can be turned from an environmental good into 
a hazard for people. However, it would be too shortsighted to classify water 
from private water providers as an environmental hazard per se and to thus 
claim that whoever has to resort to private water providers experiences en-
vironmental inequality. As a matter of fact, different social groups might have 
different needs and values with regard to water provision. For instance, 
Peloso and Morinville (2014) have shown that the pre-paid system of private 
water providers is more favorable for poor urban dwellers than the post-paid 
system of the official water utility. To study different water (service) related 
needs therefore contributes to a nuanced understanding of water inequali-
ties in a heterogeneous water supply context (Lu, Ocampo-Raeder, & Crow, 
2014).  

Moreover, different social groups also have different capabilities. With  re-
gard to capabilities and inequalities, the capability approach of Sen (1995) is 
useful since it is equipped to show that urban dwellers have different capa-
bilities and thus are not equally positioned to make use of available oppor-
tunities (sf. Udas et al., 2014). Due to the different capabilities, urban dwell-
ers cannot make use of the diverse water access modalities in the same way. 
For well-resourced urban dwellers, water tankers might be a good alternative 
to pipe water. Yet, accessing water through water tanker involves higher 
costs with regard to the water price and the storage facilities that have to be 
bought, making it difficult for poor urban dwellers to access water directly 
from tankers 

A systematic and in-depth ethnographic study would be needed to under-
stand the advantages and disadvantages for different social groups that arise 
from resorting to the various types of private water provision (sachet sellers, 
water tankers, neighborhood sellers or retailers). Such a study would in par-
ticular be interesting in spaces – such as the peri-urban areas – which are not 
covered by piped water infrastructure and where mainly private water pro-
viders serve for the water needs of the residents. In peri-urban spaces not 
only poor urban dwellers move, but new settlements are also established by 
financially well situated dwellers (Stoler, 2013, p. 188). Focusing on these ar-
eas would reduce the bias of current studies that address water inequalities 
with regard to private water providers only in poor urban neighborhoods in 
Accra.    

The study of everyday water practices and experiences in everyday life is a 
promising entry point for an in-depth ethnographic study that captures sub-
tle nuances in water inequalities. This was demonstrated by Peloso and 
Morinville (2014) in the case of a poor neighborhood in GAMA. Studying eve-
ryday life with regard to water in Delhi, Truelove (2011) shows an ‘embodied’ 
experience of water inequalities. With this expression, she draws attention 
to the physical work of fetching water, water-related health problems or the 
physical and psychological experience of criminalization for illegal water ac-
cess practices, which are mainly suffered by women. The entry point of the 
everyday thus enables her to go beyond the quantity and quality of water as 
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inequality indicators. Particularly in the context of a co-produced water sup-
ply, it is necessary to study resources expended to fetch water, forgone op-
portunities due to water collection, reliability of supply, and even income-
earning opportunities made possible by the availability of water or denied 
because of the lack of water (Dill & Crow, 2014; Lu et al., 2014; Obeng-
Odoom, 2012). 

In a processual approach to (uneven) water access (Ranganathan & Balazs, 
2015), the production of inequalities in access to water would be taken into 
focus. In the terminology of Diewald and Faist (2011), the focus lies on the 
“genesis of inequalities”. Yet, not only the decision making processes of the 
official water utility shape uneven water access patterns but also micro-pol-
itics within the everyday practices between private water providers, the 
(everyday) state and consumers, including poor households (sf. Ranga-
nathan, 2014). With regards to the latter, Truelove rightly argues that: “If 
such micro-politics are by-passed by scholars and practitioners, the poor be-
come lumped together as the recipients of uneven urban rights and govern-
ance, rather than actors who may experience differing levels of empower-
ment or disempowerment as they negotiate daily spaces and networks for 
gaining and controlling their own personal water” (Truelove, 2011, p. 146). 

4.2 Analyzing water injustice 

Whether inequalities are produced being the subject of discussion or are per-
ceived as such depends on different ideas of justice (Diewald & Faist, 2011). 
This relation of inequality and justice contributes to the fact that inequalities, 
for instance in income, might be perceived by some as something that has to 
be prevented, while others regard it as a reasonable mirror of the heteroge-
neities within a society (Diewald & Faist, 2011, p. 98). Thus, water justice can 
be considered an empirical question itself. This is particularly interesting 
since there is a paucity of scholarly literature in the case of Accra that makes 
justice in relation to water access a point of analysis.  

Based on the analysis of water inequalities, the valuation and perception of 
the assessed inequalities by those who experience them could be turned into 
an empirical inquiry. Here, it would be important to study, depending on 
which idea of water justice is applied, whether the concerned groups per-
ceive their circumstances as a state of water inequality. This understanding 
could also be contrasted with the definition of water justice adopted by pol-
icy makers.  

Moreover, the understandings of water justice by policy makers and by those 
who experience water inequalities could also be contrasted to the legal man-
ifestation of justice ideas in (water) policies. A discourse analysis would be 
important to understand why certain views on water justice became domi-
nant or contested within a society or between different stakeholders (Zwart-
eveen & Boelens, 2014). Such an approach to water justice would highlight 
the contextualized and contested character of justice in terms of place, his-
tory, and time, and would consequently stress the plurality of the definition 
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of justice rather than asking “what justice should be” (Lauderdale, 1998, 
p. 5). In the following two sections, I will highlight and discuss two debates 
within the EJ-concept that could be particularly important to foster the ana-
lytically separated but entangled studies of water inequalities and injustices. 
This is the debate on the need for a situated approach to EJ and the question 
whether there are particularities in EJ in urban areas. 

4.3 A situated approach to water inequality and injustice 

The call for a situated approach to EJ was raised since the concept of EJ 
started spreading from the US to various other locations, including the Global 
South.9 The geographical expansion of the employment of the concept has 
been identified as the “most dramatic shift” within the field of EJ (Holifield, 
Porter, & Walker, 2009, p. 596). The need for a situated approach has also 
been raised by water justice scholars (Debbané & Keil, 2004; Joy et al., 2014, 
2014; Williams & Mawdsley, 2006; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014).10  

By drawing on the substantive differences between the justice concerns in 
Canada and South Africa in relation to water, Debbané and Keil (2004) em-
phasize that the concept and the practice of EJ is “locally grounded” and that 
therefore it is also necessary to embed the term to the specific site under 
investigation. Debbané and Keil see EJ as a “complex web of multiscalar re-
lationships of contradictions and dependencies that create a unique event of 
environmental injustice at a given location” (Debbané & Keil, 2004, p. 210). 
Consequently, they see it as essential to embed global EJ debates in a place 

                                                           
 
9 See for instance: for Mexico Carruthers (2008); Moore (2008), for Brazil Wolford 
(2008), for Latin America in general Sundberg (2008), for Thailand Sneddon and Fox 
(2008), and for India Williams and Mawdsley (2006), as well as Leichenko and Solecki 
(2008); Schroeder, St. Martin, Wilson, and Sen (2008). Also, cases within Africa re-
ceived  attention within the field of EJ. Sneddon and Fox (2008), for instance, analyze 
the EJ mobilization in opposition to the construction of large dams in Mozambique 
(and Thailand). Schroeder (2008) applies the framework of EJ to discuss benefit-shar-
ing in the context of nature conservation in Tanzania as distributive (in-) justice. 
Based on  the example of oil- refineries in Nigeria, Ikporukpo (2004) discusses com-
pensatory justice that applies for those environmental risk sites where the location 
is not based on  human-made decisions. Within Africa, South Africa  has received 
particular attention with  respect to environmental justice, for example in   the ed-
ited volume by McDonald (2002) that addresses environmental justice as an acade-
mic field as well as  a movement in South Africa. 
10 Similar debates have evolved within Urban Political Ecology (UPE). By borrowing 
Chakrabarty`s term ‘provincializing’, Lawhon, Ernstson, and Silver (2014)  argue for 
a UPE that draws on different places and experiences of the urban, since thoughts 
and thus theories are linked to places. The outcome of such a provincializing ap-
proach would be a more “situated UPE” (Lawhon et al. (2014). They take the first 
step in this direction by employing the Southern Theory of Urbanism to UPE. One of 
these insights from the Southern Theory is the entry point of everyday practices 
which can be studied in order to generate theory.  
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specific context. By doing so, the structures and processes that shape envi-
ronmental inequalities at a given location can be analyzed.  

Joy et al. (2014) argue that water issues have to be examined in localized 
studies due to the flowing characteristics of water. Water crosses almost 
every kind of boundary, be it jurisdictional or administrative. Thus, water 
“links spatial (and temporal) scales to create ‘places’ where it is valued, used, 
and given meaning in specific contextualized ways, and where it relates to 
specific sources of social power” (ibid. 962).  

The need of a situated approach to water justice is also given due to the 
above discussed different and perhaps contested understandings of justice 
among places and times, which influence whether water inequalities are per-
ceived as such. Promising work especially regarding the context of the Global 
South are the case studies of Williams and Mawdsley (2006), Dill and Crow 
(2014) and Mehta et al. (2014) since they call attention to how the post-co-
lonial history of cities of the Global South shapes contemporary inequalities 
in access to water.   

Mehta et al. (2014), and Williams and Mawdsley (2006) argue that a univer-
salization of environmental/water justices holds the risk that international 
policies are created which lack sensitivity to the heterogeneous context in 
which these policies are implemented. For instance, Williams and Mawdsley 
(2006) stress that the dominant, western environmental justice discourse, 
without saying what this discourse constitutes, emphasizes deliberative de-
mocracy in order to address procedural justice. Williams and Mawdsley 
(2006), however, argue that deliberative democracy and proclaimed uni-
formity can be an answer for countries of the west as they possess a rela-
tively homogenous public sphere, but the authors question how far it can be 
applied in a postcolonial context like that of India, where the society is more 
fragmented, including a public sphere that is relatively exclusive.  

Nonetheless, within a situated approach to water inequalities and injustice, 
it is still important to study “common core issues [of water inequality and 
injustices] that are able to transcend such localized understandings” (Joy et 
al., 2014, p. 967). Only through such an approach it is possible to understand 
particularities of the (production of) water inequalities and the understand-
ing of water injustices in a certain place but also to identify whether there is 
a “global shift in the production of environmental ’goods’ and ’bads’ and the 
understanding of justice” (McDonald, 2002b, p. 10). 

4.4 Is there a particularly urban dimension in water inequalities and in-
justices in the city? 

Another promising aspect for a new pathway towards the study of water in-
equalities and injustices within the EJ framework would be an engagement 
with the specifics of urban water inequalities and injustices. Lu et al. (2014) 
argue that water inequalities are particular to certain “hydrosocial cycles” i.e. 
cycles of water production and use. They identify four such hydrosocial cy-
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cles: (1) irrigation, (2) mining and industry, (3) rural household water, (4) ur-
ban water supply (including household uses of water). Even though some of 
the EJ literature that has been discussed in this working paper focuses explic-
itly on the urban and also on urban water, specifics of environmental or wa-
ter inequalities in the urban sphere have not yet been discussed in depth. 
The study of Debbané and Keil (2004) is promising in this regard since they 
make ‘the urban’ of water justice, i.e. inequalities, explicit. They perceive the 
urban as an important space or scale on which the production of water oc-
curs. However, they do not make apparent why this is the case. Their main 
argument is that it is necessary to localize the notion of EJ in the context of 
urban EJ, but they do not clarify the specifics of urban water justice. 
Schweitzer and Stephenson (2007) also claim that EJ literature has neglected 
to engage with urban theory and has hence failed to analyze the uniqueness 
of EJ as an urban phenomenon. 

5 Conclusion 

This working paper aimed to outline possible analytical pathways that could 
contribute to deepen the understanding of water inequalities in cities that 
are characterized by a fragmented and co-produced water supply system. In 
order to do so, the paper drew on the illustrative case of Accra and the con-
cept of EJ. The paper showed that there already is a body of scholarly litera-
ture that points towards water inequalities in Accra (Adank et al., 2011; Ai-
nuso, 2010; Amankwaa et al., 2014; Obeng-Odoom, 2012; Peloso & Morin-
ville, 2014; Stoler et al., 2012; Stoler, 2013; Stoler et al., 2015; van Rooijen et 
al., 2008). These studies illuminate that mostly poor urban neighborhoods do 
not receive piped water from the official water utility (Ainuso, 2010; Amank-
waa et al., 2014; Obeng-Odoom, 2012; Stoler et al., 2012). Thus, in particular 
poor urban dwellers have to resort to private water providers to whom they 
pay higher prices for water while being exposed to associated health-related 
risks. The available literature is limited to the study of poor urban neighbor-
hoods, whereby mainly disadvantages in resorting to private water providers 
are highlighted. Moreover, a focus is on proximate dimensions of water ac-
cess (i.e. water quality, quantity, reliability etc.) and related inequalities. The 
production of water inequalities is thereby neglected within current water 
studies in Accra.  

In order to address the limits of current studies within the context of Accra, 
the paper highlighted the concept of EJ. Yet, it is argued that EJ scholars tend 
to take a certain distribution of environmental burdens and goods as “facts” 
of injustice (Walker, 2009). However, as a normative concept, very different 
perceptions and claims of validity are attached to justice, so that claims of 
justice can be highly contested. If the terms ‘(in)equality’ and ‘(in)justice’ 
would be analytically distinguished, the EJ approach and water justice schol-
ars would not only gain analytical strength but would also contribute to a 
new pathway of understanding water inequalities and injustices.  
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The working paper suggested to first analyze water inequalities in order to 
then, in a second step, analyze the perceptions of water justices of different 
stakeholders. In such an approach, not only the researchers’ understanding 
of justice as a benchmark for water inequalities is employed (Lauderdale, 
1998, p. 5), but rather the understanding of water justice by different stake-
holders in the studied location is used as a question for empirical analysis. 
The latter would contribute to understanding why (and why not) water ine-
qualities are understood and (not) scandalized as such.  

The working paper highlights that studying the water practices and experi-
ences in everyday life would be a suitable entry point for an in-depth ethno-
graphic study on water inequality and injustices. In addition, two discussions 
that have emerged inter alia within the EJ-concept are regarded as promising 
to contribute to a new pathway of studying water inequalities and injustice. 
This is, firstly, the discussion of a situated approach to water inequality and 
injustice and, secondly, the discussion of the particularly urban within ine-
qualities and injustices in access to water in the cities of the Global South.  
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7 Appendix  

 
Figure 1: Mean days per week of water service in the Accra Metropolitan Area (AMA) esti-
mated by neighborhood from the GWCL 2009 rationing schedule 
Source: Stoler 2013:183 

 
Figure 2: Water supply systems in the Greater Accra Metropolitan Area (GAMA) 
Source: Adank et al 2011: 24 
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