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URBAN SCHOLARSLHIP (PUBLICATIONS) 
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RELEVANT GRANTS AND FELLOWSHIPS 
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International Collaborative Urban Research Grant. $10, 000. Project: Urban 
Growth, Neoliberal Failures, and Water Scarcity in Accra and Atlanta. 
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Access to Potable Water in Malawi’s Peri-Urban Settlements”. 
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RESEARCH PROJECTS & COLLABORATIONS IN URBAN SCHOLARSHIP 
 

Decentralization, Institutions, and Access to Potable Water in Malawi's Peri-Urban 
Settlements (PI: Ellis Adjei Adams) 
 

Funded under a National Science Foundation (NSF) doctoral dissertation improvement grant, 
this project is investigating how neoliberal-based decentralization reforms in Malawi are 
shaping access to potable water in peri-urban and urban informal settlements. Using Lilongwe, 
the most populous and rapidly urbanizing city in Malawi as a case study, the project brings 
urban political ecology (UPE) into dialogue with Common Pools Resources (CPR) theory to 
answer the question: do decentralized water policy reforms (via community-based 
institutions) improve access to potable water for peri-urban areas while promoting related 
social goals of participation, empowerment, and community development? The project 
contributes to current conceptual debates on water supply and access for the Global South, 
emphasizing social over techno-centric solutions to water scarcity. The initial phase of the 
project investigated the modus operandi of community Water User Associations to understand 
trade-offs between water supply and social goals (participation, community empowerment, 
and enhanced social capital) ensue from community-based water governance models in urban 
environments. The current phase of the project has two dimensions. The first investigates the 
role of social learning, and the limits to coproduction of solutions in the context of community-
public partnerships for water supply. The second uses feminist political ecology to interrogate 
the interplay of gender dynamics and participation in decision making in the association. 
 
The Temporal Dynamics of Water Access and Quality in the Slums of Blantyre, Malawi 
Co-PIs: Ellis Adams, Heather Price (Univ. of Stirling, UK), Richard Quilliam (Univ. of Stirling) 
 

This project is funded under a Royal Geographical Society Environment and Sustainability 
Grant. The overarching aim of the project is to identify whether slum residents experience 
changes in water-related health risks over short timescales and to consequently assess the 
usefulness of current annual global UNICEF & WHO water monitoring initiatives in slums. The 
project is quantifying changes in water-related health risks for slum residents by using a 
mixed-methods approach (interviews, surveys, water quality measurements) over short 
timescales. The geographical focus of the project is in Ndirande, the largest slum in Blantyre 
and one of the biggest slums in southern Africa. The objectives of the project are to: assess 
household drinking water patterns; quantify microbial water contamination in daily intervals, 
both in wet and dry seasons; use participatory approaches to increase awareness of water-
related health risks among the slum residents, and engage with regional and national policy 
makers, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and local stakeholders to raise awareness of 
the problems of water access and quality for slum residents.  
 
Urban Growth, Neoliberal Governance Failure, and Hydro-Social Conflicts in Metro 
Atlanta (Co-PIs: Ellis Adams, Richard Milligan) 
 
 

In what ways can Atlanta be understood as embroiled in what Karen Bakker (2010) and others 
characterize as a global urban water crisis due to governance failure? How does the string of 
neoliberal regulatory failures in Atlanta’s water governance history shape the broader 
governance landscape pertinent to current transboundary water conflicts in the Apalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint river basin? This project engages with these questions in two directions. 
First, it examines Atlanta’s role in the tri-state (GA, AL, FL) water conflict that has existed for 
nearly three decades. Second, it questions how the conflict impacts different communities 
within Atlanta. We pay particular attention to scalar and stakeholder diversity in the 



transboundary water governance of the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River System and 
provide a brief historical geography of Atlanta’s unfolding water crisis as a byproduct of 
compounding pressures from intense urban development, governance and regulatory failures, 
competing interests over freshwater allocation, ageing stormwater infrastructure, and poor 
wastewater management. Second, we then tease out the complex web of actors, decision-
makers, and communities—some included in governance processes, others excluded—who 
constitute or whose livelihoods depend upon water governance in the ACF. The project will 
shed light on Hydrosocial relations and tensions within metro Atlanta, differentiating between 
those who benefit and those who suffer from the city’s water-policy failures.  
 
Household Water Insecurity Experiences (HWISE) Scale 
Co-PI: Ellis Adams (Lead collaborator for Malawi Site) 
 

This project is headed by Northwestern University and aims to develop a cross-culturally 
validated scale that measures household-level water insecurity. The project is being 
implemented in over 16 countries and I am leading the Malawi component. We are using 
advances in food security measurements to advance a new scale for measuring water 
insecurity. Household food insecurity has emerged as a powerful predictor of a range of poor 
nutrition and health outcomes. Household water insecurity, i.e. reliable access to water in 
sufficient quantity and quality, may be equally or more powerfully predictive of adverse health 
outcomes as food insecurity has been. Yet strikingly, the role of household water insecurity has 
been almost entirely overlooked. In fact, because there is currently no validated scale for 
assessing household water insecurity (HHWI) across various cultural and ecological settings, it 
has not been possible to measure HHWI, understand its determinants, compare levels across 
settings, or understand how HHWI impacts agricultural, nutrition, and health. The ultimate aim 
of this project is to develop such a HHWI scale and test for the relationships between the scale 
and psychosocial health and wellbeing of different populations and cultural contexts. 
 
Household Preferences for Piped Water in Undeserved Urban Slums in Ghana  
PI: Ellis Adjei Adams 
 

Drinking water insecurity continues to affect livelihoods, wellbeing, and health in the urban 
areas of Sub-Saharan Africa particularly in informal settlements (also known as slums) where 
majority of the current urban population lives. However, households in the informal 
settlements are often unwilling to pay for household water connections due a myriad of 
barriers including poverty, poor relationships with landlords, illegal ownership of land, and 
high connection fees (Kayaga and Franceys 2007, Isoke and Dijk 2014). This study builds on 
the scholarship on piped water access and water security in general by examining the extent to 
which households in urban slums of Ghana are willing to pay for household tap water 
connections to improve their water security. The project is using household survey 
questionnaires including economic choice experiments to examine household preferences for 
piped water in underserved urban slums of Ghana using Nima, one of the largest slums in 
Ghana as a case study. The choice experiment component of the project is seeking to 
understand what water access attributes (distance, time, quality, etc) are most important to 
slum households’ water decision making.   

 

 

 



FUTURE PLANS AND IDEAS 

Over the next 5-6 years, I will continue to establish a research program that addresses major 
questions at the nexus of society and water, focusing in particular on how this relationship 
unfolds in cities and informal settlements of Sub-Saharan Africa in the context of particular 
environmental, human, political, and cultural factors. In the context of growing population and 
rapid urbanization in the Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) region that will continue well into the 
future, and consequent concentration of people in informal settlements (slums), I will continue 
my focus on low income urban and peri-urban areas in pursuit of answers to questions such as: 
how do we sustainably provide potable water to populations living in informal urban 
settlements? What policies, reforms, and institutional arrangements are most effective for 
addressing growing water needs? How do social and power relations shape water availability? 
Answers to these questions resonate closely with the vision of the Urban Institute at GSU.  
 
To enhance the broader impact of my work, I plan to conduct cross-city comparisons within the 
same country and cross-country comparisons within SSA to examine how national and city 
contexts shape water access. The recent 10,000-dollar collaborative urban research grant 
provided through the Urban Institute is critical for advancing the collaborative dimension to 
my urban scholarship. Together with Richard Milligan (in Geosciences) and Dr. Patrick 
Cobbinah (in Ghana), I am comparing water governance regimes in Atlanta and Accra to better 
understand neoliberal histories and failures and contemporary governance and institutional 
arrangements, including how the concept of resilience is deployed by city managers in the face 
of rapid population growth and consequent upsurge in water demand.  
 

RELEVANT MEMBERSHIPS AND ASSOCIATIONS 

Partnership for Urban Health Research (GSU) 
Association of American Geographers (AAG) 
AAG Africa Specialty Group  
AAG Cultural and Political Ecology Specialty Group 
AAG Water Resources Specialty Group 
Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC) 
African Studies Association (ASA) 
Population-Environment Research Network 
 
 


