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Eva Leneveu, sat in her office in Paris, France.  She served as public affairs manager for 1001 Fontaines, 
a non-profit organisation that designed and deployed safe drinking water solutions for vulnerable 
populations. Starting in Cambodia, it now also operated in Bangladesh, Madagascar and Vietnam.  
 
Top of mind for Leneveu was 1001 Fontaines’ ambition to expand their model to serve two million 
beneficiaries by 2025. She had just come back from a six month stay in Madagascar, to understand why 
the 1001 Fontaines model, so successful in Cambodia, was not delivering the same results in rural 
Madagascar.  
Both countries had marginalized rural populations, who struggled to access clean drinking water. But 
thirteen years into their work in the island country, and they still weren’t seeing the returns they had 
hoped for. Rural sales were declining, and kiosk owners were not on a pathway to profitability. There 
was no doubt that people in Madagascar needed clean drinking water and were prepared to pay for it. 
So why were they struggling to build their local model? 
 
Clean Drinking Water – an International Priority Especially in Developing Countries 
 
Worldwide, access to safe and reliable water is a priority. More than two billion people face water 
scarcity,1 and 10% of the global population live in countries with critical and high water stress levels.2  
A safe water supply is one of the backbones of a healthy economy,3 with polluted water and poor 
sanitation causing 1.4 million deaths per year globally.4 As the impact of climate change has made 
water an even more finite resource, clean water and sanitation is one of the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), with eight different subsections (see Exhibit 1) contributing to the overall 
goal of ensuring available and “sustainable management of water and sanitation for all.”5 
 
Poorer communities and countries are the most badly affected by water shortages, and limited access 
to useable water6. Research by the World Bank shows how access to safe water supplies in low-income 
countries has regressed in the last decade with an additional 197 million people lacking access to safe 
drinking water in 2022, compared to the year 2000.7 Countries with high poverty and low safe water 
access represent water ‘hotspots.’8 People living in sub-Saharan Africa represented 90% of these.9 
 
1001 Fontaines – Safe and Low-Cost Water Solutions for Vulnerable Populations 
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It was amidst this awareness of the importance of safe drinking water that 1001 Fontaines was founded 
in 2004. Francois Jaquenoud, a management consultant, met Cambodian water engineer Chay Lo 
through a common friend Virginie Legrand, a former consultant and committed volunteer.10 Lo 
discussed with Jaquenoud and Legrand the living conditions in his village in Cambodia and the health 
issues faced by residents and the larger community. Inspired by the quote “we drink 90% of our 
diseases”11, the three founders decided to start a non-profit that helped provide safe drinking water 
solutions for vulnerable populations. Registered in France, the founders chose a name that represented 
their intention – the number 1001 referred to an infinite amount, and fountaines meant fountain. An 
infinite number of fountains felt like an appropriate metaphor for the non-profit’s vision. 
 
1001 Fontaines’ work started in Cambodia aiming to use low-cost technology suitable for water 
purification in developing countries. The solution that the founders settled on included several steps 
(see Exhibit 2). Available water was pumped from local water sources ranging from ponds, rivers or 
wells. The water was then decanted, filtered and purified with an ultraviolet (UV)-based sterilisation 
process12 at a production facility, with water quality monitored every month and set to the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO’s) standards. Purified water was then distributed into 20L sanitized and sealed 
jugs, which were then delivered to water kiosks which were the front line of water sales, and bottle 
returns.13. With this model (see Exhibit 3) 1001 Fontaines could produce affordable drinking water 
($0.01 per litre)14 at international safety standards.  
 
But their model was not just focused on technical expertise, logistics and price. What had attracted 
Leneveu to 1001 Fontaines was its focus on sustainability through community partnerships and local 
ownership. Rather than donating water or distributing it through established retailers, it was sold  
through water kiosks. These were micro-enterprises run by a local entrepreneur, where the location was 
chosen together with local communities and public authorities. A specific 50sqm design was created 
for the water kiosk building, powered through solar panels on the roof and with the specific microfilters 
for filtering water and UV lamps for purifying. Each kiosk was estimated to create three sustainable jobs 
and service 3,000 direct and 10,000 potential consumers through the year.15 Kiosks were supported to 
become sustainable and financially self-sufficient following the initial capital investment which was 
funded by donations and grants to 1001 Fontaines. This blending of grants and earned income meant 
that water was priced to be affordable to customers, whilst being profitable to kiosk-owners. 
 
A strength of this model was that 1001 Fontaines could quality control the water being sold, whilst local 
entrepreneurs ensured stability in the sales process. This was a delicate process of legitimacy building, 
requiring entrepreneurs to establish trust within their community, and their product.  By 2024, 1001 
Fontaines had established 342 water kiosks in Cambodia, with 90% profitability and five regional 
platforms producing over 800,000 litres of safe water daily. A robust model that they replicated 
elsewhere. 
 
Growth through Expansion – Core Team and in Madagascar 

Leneveu had a background in law and politics16 and when looking for new role, she knew she wanted to 
work in a mission-driven organisation that balanced a strong business influence with a long-term social 
focus supported by the right model design. 1001 Fontaines was a good fit and she joined the small 
French headquartered team17 in 2021, initially as the partnerships and advocacy officer. She also 
believed her background could help the team think about the right partners to embed their work and 
develop their in-country social ‘license to operate’.  

The local Madagascan team was led by Luke Barrett, an American with a Masters degree in 
environmental engineering. Barrett’s interest in drinking water began with laboratory work, where he 
worked on a natural coagulant for water treatment. After spending time with the Peace Corps in 
Madagascar he joined BushProof18 (an organisation specializing in water well drilling and pumps and 
treatment solutions) as Research and Development manager before moving to 1001 Fontaines as 
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Madagascar’s country director in 2013. Safe and secure water had been identified as a priority for the 
Madagascan government, and since the late 1990s an ambitious sector reform plan, aligned to 
international standards, had encouraged the expansion of the national drinking water authority and the 
emergence of private operators to establish new supply networks.19  

Structural Challenges of Work in Madagascar 

The country challenges for 1001 Fontaines came from Madagascar’s myriad of complex and 
interrelated issues. Eighty one percent of the population lived below the poverty line,20 which made any 
water pricing very price sensitive. Living on an island meant that all supplies not manufactured locally 
needed to be shipped to one of the ports21 and then transported through roads.  

While the organisation initially focused its efforts in rural areas, this was complicated by the lack of 
infrastructure through the country, especially in relation to roads. Road density was estimated at only 
5.4 km per 100km2 of land) which made transport difficult and time-consuming.22  Roads were in poor 
condition –not tarred, and battered by annual cyclones, which further eroded the road infrastructure.23  

Visits Building Datapoints and Understanding of Context 

As a new recruit, Leneveu first travelled to Madagascar to create a relationship with the field team, and 
to check in on the state of 1001 Fontaines’ work. The experience and time was used to engage with 
partners and gather information also for progress reports to public funders including the Madagascar 
corporation and AfD24 (Agence Francaise de Developpement, a French development agency committed 
to social and economic development through sustainable and inclusive growth.) By that time 1001 
Fontaines had been operating in Madagascar for 13 years, and the model that they were using was the 
replication of the successful Cambodian design, which they applied to Madagascar’s rural areas, and 
second city Tamatave. 

In Leneveu’s first visit she found that the rural sites were not as strong as expected. There were 
problems with operations, maintenance and alignment between the team and the project’s aims. They 
were behind on their targets for rural sales and production. She noticed that some people had stopped 
purchasing from the local kiosks. The sites weren’t open at set times. She heard how there would be a 
surge of customers before big weather events as people stockpiled water anticipating days of isolation. 
But with a disrupted water supply, the kiosks would quickly run out. She heard about difficulties 
transporting water, about trucks breaking down and the weeks of delays this would cause to their 
supply chain, as with limited spare parts on the island the truck would stand idle, waiting to be fixed.  

The urban site, Tamatave1, however, appeared to be operating well. Here water needs were not being 
met by the government infrastructure in terms of quality. Sixty percent of the Tamatave population used 
hand pumps which exposed them to pathogen and lead contamination risks, and only 40% of the 
population was connected to the public water supply network, whose continuity and water quality was 
not guaranteed.25 A larger-capacity 1001 Fontaines production unit called Ranontskia water service, 
supplied sales outlets throughout the city. The operation of this service was ensured by Colab LLC, an 
entity created in 2020 by 1001 Fontaines to achieve the initiative’s economic viability goals.26 Leneveu 
noted how the geographic proximity between operations and the Ranontsika headquarters allowed 
close monitoring and supervision of Colab’s logistical and operational plan. This also had a spin off on 
overall quality in customer service provided at sales points which were well stocked, and with set 
opening hours. The local team also connected to schools, where they provided water. This promoted a 

 
1 Despite being renamed Toamasina in 1977, the year of the first parliamentary elections, the French 
name Tamatave has stuck, and the bustling port city is Madagascar’s second largest. 
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word-of-mouth endorsement that quickly led to 1001 Fontaine kiosks becoming the go-to source for 
safe water: the city’s people saw value in the product and service. 

These urban – rural contradictions in the Madagascan environment, so different to the organisations 
experience in Cambodia, prompted Leneveu to motivate for a long-term visit. She returned  in 2023, 
with the support from her board to spend six months on the ground, working with the local team to 
understand the underlying problems in operations and co-create ideas of how to fix them. By that time, 
she had been promoted to public affairs manager, responsible for managing global institutional 
partnerships, influencing strategies, monitoring programme progress and promoting key learnings 
through 1001 Fontaines’ operations. Her hope for the second trip was to see the situation with fresh 
eyes and new energy, and to make recommendations to address the challenges the local team was 
facing. 

During the six month visit she could see the commitment of the team under the leadership of Barrett. 
The logistics challenge was easy to experience: taking 12 hours to drive approximately 350 kilometres 
between the capital city, Antananarivo, and Tamatave was an experience she would not easily forget, 
despite being a seasoned traveller. The predominance of hills and mountains in rural areas also made 
the transportation of water difficult. 

Other rural operational challenges were becoming more evident. In two regions twelve water kiosks had 
been established. These operated as a franchise model, and once the kiosks reached financial 
sustainability, the entrepreneurs paid assistance fees to 1001 Fontaines which covered overheads, 
including the laboratory costs. But this level of financial sustainability (and assistance fees to 1001 
Fontaines) was not achieved. The rural teams needed to reach 3,000 direct and 10,000 potential 
consumers through the year, but were these targets even feasible considering the sparsely populated 
nature of the rural areas, and the difficult terrain?   Then there was this concept of trust. Providing quality 
water meant that bottles needed to be sealed. In Cambodia the return – and - recycling of locally 
produced bottles was part of their sustainability model. But in Madagascar, bottles had to be imported 
contributing to plastic waste, and worryingly, seals were damaged in transit. The 1001 Fontaine 
guarantee of safe water, could not be upheld. 

Other challenges the team faced were more nuanced. Security while traveling needed to be taken into 
consideration as there were often robberies on the roads. Vehicles being driven were mostly second 
hand with low safety standards. Corruption at the ports and through other institutional bodies meant 
that timelines could not be committed to. 1001 Fontaines was clear about holding to its values and not 
providing any bribes. Centralised power in the ruling party and a people-based negotiation style in 
Madagascar meant that memorandums of understanding at a national level, supported by 
implementation at subnational levels (such as what 1001 Fontaines had in Cambodia), was non-
existent. And then there were the difficulties of bottling water itself. Every day here, Leneveu thought, 
involved a new challenge that felt specific to the country. The multi-dimensional nature of poverty, and 
the realities of an island economy, demanded a different response to what they were used to. 

Brainstorming and Motivating to Fix the Problem  

As Leneveu thought of 1001 Fontaines’ strategy both in Madagascar and elsewhere, she reflected on 
some of the lessons learned. There had been so many. Perhaps top of mind was that she and her 
colleagues knew that expansion couldn’t be a ‘cut and paste’ from other countries, and that operations 
and strategy needed to be adapted according to context. They were experiencing that now in Myanmar, 
as they were considering  shutting down operations given that the political climate had become even 
more unstable.27  
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Their ambition of serving two million 1001 Fontaines’ consumers in 2025 was ambitious, but Leneveu 
believed it was feasible. She could see the value people saw in being able to access clean, safe water. 
Their school’s programme was expanding quickly. And they had an excellent team in place. So, what 
could she do to strengthen their model, and their work in Madagascar? 
 
 

EXHIBIT 1 – Sustainable Development Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 
 

Subset Description 
6.1 Safe and affordable Drinking Water 
6.2 End Open Defecation and Provide Access to Sanitation and Hygiene 
6.3 Improve Water Quality, Wastewater Treatment and Safe Refuse 
6.4 Increase Water-Use Efficiency and Ensure Freshwater Supplies 
6.5 Implement Integrated Water Resources Management 
6.6 Protect and Restore Water-Related Ecosystems 
6.7 Expand Water and Sanitation Support to Developing Countries 
6.8 Support Local Engagement in Water and Sanitation Management 

Source: Created by the authors from the United Nations’ website, https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/6-clean-water-and-
sanitation/ 
 

 EXHIBIT 2 – 1001fontaine’s Water Purification Process 
 

Step Description 
Step 1 Locally available water is pumped from available water sources ranging from 

ponds, rivers or wells 
 

Step 2 
The water is then decanted, filtered and purified with an ultraviolet (UV)-based 
sterilization process28 in water kiosk 
Water quality is monitored every month and set to the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO’s) standards 

Step 3 Purified water is then distributed into 20L sanitized and sealed jugs 
Step 4 Jugs are then delivered directly to customers (if in rural areas) or sold at point 

of sale (urban areas) 
Step 5 Empty jugs are recollected, cleaned and reused 

Source: Created by the authors. 
 

 
 EXHIBIT 3 – 1001fontaine’s Distribution Model  

 

Source: 1001 Fontaines ENG Annual Report 2002, page 3.  
 
 

 

 

 

https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/6-clean-water-and-sanitation/
https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/6-clean-water-and-sanitation/
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EXHIBIT 4 – Country Income and access to water and sanitation 

 

 
EXHIBIT 5 – Inequality and water access by % of population 
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