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Infrastructure Challenges and How PPPs Can
Help
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Infrastructure is critical for economic development, reducing poverty and inequality, creating jobs, and
ensuring environmental sustainability. Infrastructure generates high social returns and is welfare enhancing.
Governments are ultimately responsible for the provision of public services and the infrastructure required
for their delivery. Infrastructure investment is often part of the social compact between a government and its
citizens.

Inadequate infrastructure is a constraint on growth and impacts quality of life, particularly in developing
countries. When the demand for infrastructure services outstrips supply, congestion or service rationing
occurs; the quality of service delivery is low or unreliable, and some areas are simply not served. As of 2016,
it was estimated that:

Over 2.4 billion people lacked access to improved sanitation
At least 663 million people lacked access to safe drinking water
Over one billion people lived without access to electricity
At least one-third of the world’s rural population was not served by an all-weather road

Degradation of infrastructure also implies that actual economic growth will be lower than forecasts, as
forecasting methodologies typically assume stable infrastructure performance.

Infrastructure investment poses pervasive challenges to governments. First, agency problems involving
different actors and taking different forms throughout the project cycle require complex governance
arrangements. The agency problems are compounded by the fact that infrastructure projects typically involve
large sums of money and are therefore susceptible to corruption and bribery. For example, the politicians and
public servants who decide on project selection and implementation as agents of taxpayers and users may be
tempted to buy votes with the promise of new infrastructure, even if this means following unsustainable
fiscal policies. Gains from the announcement of a project are immediate, whereas the pain will only be felt by
electors long after they have cast their vote. Flaws in the incentive framework, and more generally, the rules
governing agency problems throughout the project cycle, are a major reason why infrastructure projects often
fail to meet their timeline, budget, and service delivery.

Second, most countries are not spending enough to provide the infrastructure needed to reach universal
access and meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN SDG) as defined by the United Nations.
Moreover, the quality of infrastructure delivery is often disappointing—construction of new assets costs
more and takes longer than expected, and service delivery is poor. Finally, infrastructure assets are often
poorly maintained, increasing costs and reducing benefits. These issues are discussed further in the report on 
Barriers to Infrastructure Service Delivery in Sub-Saharan Africa and South America by Castalia (
Castalia 2014).

The Sustainable Development Goals and PPPs
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World leaders gathered at the International Conference on Financing for Development in 2015 and
adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and related 169 targets. The 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on Financing for Development (FfD)
provide the framework for the SDGs. They are intended to galvanize policy makers across the world
through concrete targets for the 2015–30 period for poverty reduction, food security, human health and
education, climate change mitigation, the construction of resilient infrastructure, and a range of other
objectives across the economic, social, and environmental spheres. The SDGs are ambitious—they will
require a step change in the level of both public and private investment in all countries. Creative
solutions are needed to mobilize private sector investment and innovation, and blend commercial
financing with public funding.

The IISD blog on infrastructure’s role in the SDGs highlights that infrastructure is both an explicit and
implicit component of the SDGs’ goals and targets. Hence, the SDGs may be useful in articulating and
rallying support for infrastructure development policy. Goal 9: ‘Build resilient infrastructure, promote
inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation’ is particularly relevant. The Addis
Ababa Action Agenda emphasizes in paragraph 44 the role of PPPs in support of the 2030 Agenda.
Moreover, the SDGs may help clarify the goals, targets, and indicators around which a country will
frame its development priorities, including the delivery of public services through PPPs.

Governments can use the SDGs as a framework to foster an enabling environment for infrastructure
investment and set important targets to trigger changes in project selection and design. To meet the
SDGs, infrastructure investments must be prioritized based on their environmental, social and economic
sustainability. The private sector needs to be incentivized in finding cost-efficient solutions to solve
sustainable development challenges. Involving the private sector can help not only to increase the stock
of infrastructure assets but also strengthen their resilience, create more sustainable solutions and
improve access to infrastructure services. Incorporating sustainability considerations into procurement
processes, through project specifications and award criteria, for example, can also enhance the impact
of infrastructure investments. The SDGs can also help mobilize high-level political action behind an
infrastructure project.

SDG targets often reflect the aims of a specific goal while also reaching across other goals and targets.
Thus, a PPP project may address one primary goal and several secondary goals and targets. For
example, when considering a potential water PPP, alignment with government strategy to achieve Goal
6 will strengthen the project; at the same time, the project may contribute to reducing the number of
deaths and illnesses from hazardous water pollution (Target 3.9), and the proportion of untreated
wastewater (Target 6.3). Upgrading an existing wastewater infrastructure should contribute to
resource-use efficiency and adoption of environmentally sound technologies and industrial processes
(Target 9.4).

Demonstrating infrastructure policy alignment with SDGs may also help governments attract attention
and financing from multilateral development banks and funds.

Sources: (UN 2015); (Casier 2015)
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How PPPs can help

PPPs can help overcome some of these pervasive challenges, as illustrated in The Challenges with
Infrastructure and How PPPs Can Help. For example:

https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/addis-ababa-action-agenda-third-international-conference-financing-development-aaaa
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/why-infrastructure-key-success-sdgs
https://ppp.worldbank.org/library/public-private-partnerships-when-and-how-0
https://ppp.worldbank.org/library/public-private-partnerships-when-and-how-0


Under the right circumstances, PPPs can mobilize additional sources of funding and financing for
infrastructure.
By subjecting potential projects to the test of attracting private finance, PPPs can enhance project
selection.
The incentives of the private sector can be aligned with the interests of the contracting authority
throughout the entire life cycle of the project, including the implementation phase. This alignment
occurs by tying-in the private operator’s revenue to a set of pre-agreed performance indicators and by
requiring the latter to invest significant, long-term capital.

Thus, the incentive framework embedded in PPP contracts can foster efficiency gains and those gains should
outweigh the additional cost of private finance. When the decision to implement a PPP is based on the
government’s perceived inability to deliver the service by other means, the PPP route will at least ensure that
the service is delivered—but at a higher cost than under efficiency conditions (see Assessing Value for
Money of the PPP). The PPP may still be effective, though not efficient.

Countries with relatively long PPP histories have found that PPPs manage construction relatively better than
traditional public procurement, with projects coming in on time and on budget more often. This is because of
the incentives created by the PPP structure, which give the private party more control over project design and
implementation while simultaneously preventing the reward of cost overruns.

The long-term investment horizon of PPP contracts can also help ensure that assets are maintained in a good,
serviceable condition.

In fragile and conflict-affected states (FCS), PPP-like structures can help attract private investment and
increase service delivery. This is discussed in greater detail in Infrastructure in Fragile and Conflict-Affected
States.

 

The Challenges with Infrastructure and How PPPs Can Help
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The mechanisms by which PPPs can improve infrastructure delivery are often called value drivers—that is,
instruments to maximize value for money. These value drivers—as described in PPP Value Drivers are often
integrated into PPP policies.

PPP Value Drivers

PPP value drivers are the mechanisms that can be used to improve value for money in infrastructure
provision. They include the following:

Whole-of-life costing—full integration, under the responsibility of one single party, of up-front
design and construction with ongoing service delivery, operation, maintenance and refurbishment,
can reduce project costs. Full integration incentivizes the responsible party to complete each
project phase (design, build, operate, maintain) in a way that minimizes total costs and maximizes
efficiency.
Risk transfer—risk retained by the government in owning and operating infrastructure typically
carries substantial, and often, unvalued, hidden cost. Allocating some of the risk to a...
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PPP value drivers are the mechanisms that can be used to improve value for money in infrastructure
provision. They include the following:

Whole-of-life costing—full integration, under the responsibility of one single party, of up-front
design and construction with ongoing service delivery, operation, maintenance and refurbishment,
can reduce project costs. Full integration incentivizes the responsible party to complete each
project phase (design, build, operate, maintain) in a way that minimizes total costs and maximizes
efficiency.
Risk transfer—risk retained by the government in owning and operating infrastructure typically
carries substantial, and often, unvalued, hidden cost. Allocating some of the risk to a private party
which can better manage it, can reduce the project's overall cost to government and minimize risk
to the taxpayer.
Upfront commitment to maintenance, and predictability and transparency of whole-of-life
costs—a PPP requires an upfront commitment by the private operator to the whole-of-life cost of
providing adequate maintenance for the asset over its lifetime. This commitment strengthens
budgetary predictability over the life of the infrastructure, and reduces the risks of funds not being
available for maintenance after the project is constructed.
Focus on service delivery—allows a contracting agency to enter into a long-term contract for
services to be delivered when and as required. The PPP firm can then focus on service delivery
without having to consider other objectives or constraints typical in the public sector.
Innovation—specifying outputs in a contract, rather than prescribing inputs, provides wider
opportunity for innovation by the private partner. Competitive procurement of these contracts
incentivizes bidders to develop innovative solutions for meeting these specifications.
Asset utilization—optimizing the utilization of assets for delivery of additional services leading
to multiple revenue streams for the project. For example, the utilization of space in bus terminals
for private vendors or unused space for advertisements.
Mobilization of additional funding—charging users for services can bring in more funding, and
can sometimes be done better or more easily by private operators than the public sector.
Additionally, PPPs can provide alternative sources of financing for infrastructure, where
governments face financing constraints.
Accountability—government payments are conditional on the private party providing the
specified outputs at the agreed quality, quantity, and timeframe. If performance requirements are
not met, service payments to the private sector party may be abated.

The Partnerships Victoria's Practitioner's Guide (VIC 2001) published in 2001 clearly set value
drivers as the basis for the State of Victoria, Australia's PPP program. PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PWC)'s paper on the “PPP promise” (PWC 2005, 13–34) and Deloitte's paper on PPPs (Deloitte
2006, 5–9) both succinctly describe these benefits of PPPs.

PPP limitations, pitfalls, and complementary measures needed

There are problems that PPPs cannot solve, or that PPPs may exacerbate. First, PPPs may appear to relieve
funding problems more than is the case, as government's fiscal commitments to PPPs can be unclear. This
can lead to governments accepting higher fiscal commitments and risk under PPPs than would be consistent
with prudent public financial management, particularly when PPPs are treated as off-balance sheet. While
PPPs can contribute to better project analysis and adoption of innovative solutions that foster efficiency,
responsibility for planning and project selection remains primarily with the public sector—moreover, the
unclear fiscal costs and contractual inflexibility of PPPs can render these tasks more delicate. The advantages
of private sector participation in constructing and managing infrastructure, including improved incentives to
carry out regular maintenance, also depend on effective PPP contracting and procurement by the government.
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These limitations mean that PPPs are not a panacea or a remedy for all infrastructure performance
problems. The Challenges with Infrastructure and How PPPs Can Help highlights important ingredients for
improved infrastructure delivery. Sound public decision-making based on comprehensive analysis and a
governance framework fostering transparency and accountability are prerequisites for successful public
investment projects. Evidence suggests that improved management can reduce infrastructure shortfalls by
making better use of existing infrastructure facilities and more efficient use of public resources on greenfield
projects. Ultimately, many governments may need to commit more resources to deliver quality infrastructure
projects.

The four problems with infrastructure project implementation shown in The Challenges with Infrastructure
and How PPPs Can Help will be described in this section as well as whether and how PPPs may be able to
help, and PPP limitations or pitfalls that may exacerbate the problem.
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Find in pdf at PPP Reference Guide - PPP Basics or visit the PPP Online Reference Guide section to find out
more. 
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