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Preface

This series of five documents, together entitled Community Water Managers for Tomorrow:
Partnerships for water management in rural communities, has been developed by IRC in collaboration
with teams from partner organizations in six countries. At the heart of these documents are the
experiences of the local research teams at the community level, who have made enormous
contributions to the adoption of this approach to community water supply.

Each of the five documents in this series has a different focus, but are all based on the same experience
— a four-year participatory action research project to improve the management performance of rural
communities of water supply systems in developing countries, called the PAR-Manage project.

The first two documents explain what happened during this four-year research project. Document 1,
Putting Community Management in Place: Four years of experience in improving water management,
describes the research process and presents the results and conclusions of the PAR-Manage project
from the perspective of the support agencies and IRC. It explains how the participatory research was
done, the tools that were used, what happened in the process, and what it demanded from the agencies
and communities involved. More importantly, it documents the experiences of researchers in the
communities themselves — their progress and setbacks, negotiations and discussions in community
meetings, exchange visits and experiments.

Document 2, Learning in the Field: How 22 communities improved their water management, presents
case studies of each of the 22 communities that have been involved in the project. These case studies
permit a better understanding of the project from the perspective and focus of the men, women and
chiidren in these 22 communities. The case studies illustrate the main problems faced by rural
communities, their efforts to improve the situation, and their achievements in terms of their improved
ability to manage their water.

The next three documents contain what project team now call the Participatory Action Development
approach to community water management — in short, the PAD approach. Document 3, The
Participatory Action Development Approach: Supporting Community Water Management, is based on
the process of action research that was developed and tested throughout the project, to arrive at an
approach for supporting communities in managing their water supply systems. Around this approach,
the teams developed methods and tools that are now available for wider use. Most of the material in
this document is intended to help readers understand community management and the ideas behind the
approach. Practitioners can adapt the approach to suit local circumstances, developing a critical
awareness when putting the approach into practice.

Document 4, Facilitating community discovery: Getting to know about water management, gives a
brief introduction to the PAD methodology, which consists of three phases — Diagnosing,
Experimenting and Sustaining. The manual explores the Diagnosing phase of the PAD process in
detail and describes the methods and tools that can be used during implementation. The document
explores what factors need to be taken into account, the pitfalls to avoid, and the tools or set of tools
that can be used in each step in the process.

Finally, document 5, Experimenting with the Community: Identifying sustainable solutions, again
gives a brief introduction to the methodology, and then explores the Experimenting and Sustaining
phases of the PAD process, together with the methods and tools that can be used.
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These last three documents have been produced separately because they will be easier to use in the field
than one large bulky volume. However, each part belongs together with the other parts. Documents 4 and
5 have been written mainly for practitioners, explaining how to put theory into practice. The main aim is
to provide a set of tools that can be used by support workers to help communities to shape their own
lives. These two documents therefore try to combine both reflection and action.

All of the methods and tools described here have been used effectively in the communities in Africa,
Asia and Latin America over the past four years. However, they should not be seen as a blueprint for
community management. The project team concluded halfway through the research project: ‘Each
situation, each culture, each place, each experience, and each community requires its own approach,
although general principles can be applied’. Sensitivity to the needs of communities, and quick
judgements on what would be most helpful at a particular time or during a particular process can only
be developed through constant practice, complete openness to feedback from the villagers, critical
reflective analysis, and years of experience.

In the near future these documents will be complemented with: (i) videos (one general video and six
country-specific videos) on the experiences with the community management support approach; (ii) a
manual, Training for Trainers, for the staff of support organizations who wish to use the approach in
their field of action; and (ii1) an Internet website to support all the initiatives to bring to life the PAD
approach. In the project countries themselves, ‘Information Focal Points’ will also be established to
provide background material to enhance the activities, and to enable exchanges of information at the
national and regional levels.

About this document

In each of the six countries, Cameroon, Colombia, Guatemala, Kenya, Nepal and Pakistan. the so-
called PAR teams worked in three or four communities with the aim of improving their capacity to
manage their own water supply systems. Together with the PAR team, each community went
though the participatory action research approach of identifying problems, setting priorities,
developing problem-solving strategies, trying out one strategy, assessing whether it achieved the
desired improvement, and if not, trying out another strategy. In this process, in which also local
authorities were involved, the PAR team and the communities were supported by an advisory group
in their countries, the national reference groups (NRGs), and by staff members from IRC.

This document presents 22 case studies of the communities that have been involved in the project.
The case studies reflect the four-year process as described above, and highlight the major findings
and lessons learmed in those four years. This is one of a series of five documents that are being
published as a result of the project. It complements an earlier IRC publication consistin% of country
reports and case studies compiled by the same six teams at the beginning of the project,” describing
the existing situation with respect to community management of rural water supply systems in each
country at the start of the project.

' IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, (1997). Water Supplies Managed by Rural Communities :
Country reports and case studies from Cameroon, Colombia, Guatemala, Kenya, Nepal and Pakistan.
Project and Programme Papers 5-E. The Hague, the Netherlands.
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Chapter 1: Community organisations are getting strong

o

Rural in Cameroon:

ceis changed into

In Bokito Rural, the villagers believe that no matter the problems that exist in the village, the
location and accessibility of the village and the length of time spent outside the village, the elites
will always return there because they have no other home.

If these people were wrong, the elites of the village who now enjoy city life would not have been
coming back the village. Some attempted to stay away but it could not work because of traditional
rites they need to perform. If this is true, then the people are right to believe that home is home, and
that the solution to their problems is not to run away.

Why would someone abandon his village? According to the elites, they are disappointed with the
villagers who are accused of witchcraft, disorganization, and not committed to development. They
cannot see how a water supply project, which was installed in the village through their influence,
should be allowed to crumble and the Village Development Committee (VDC) created to collapse.
Unfortunately, they do not have another home. The village is their home and will always remain
their home because their culture doesn’t permit any son or daughter to be buried outside the village.

Should the village people really be blamed? Are they as bad as the elites believe? How was the
water supply project established? And, can the PAR team make a difference? These are some of the
challenging questions we had in mind when working with the community from Bokito Rural.

Where is Bokito Rural?

Bokito Rural is a village located some 200 km North West of Yaounde, the capital of the Republic
of Cameroon. This village is under the administrative Division of Mbam and Inoubou in the Center
Province of the country. It is one of the lucky villages in the country with most of the roads tarred
except for about one kilometer distance. On entering this village, you will not miss the locally
constructed bridge which was repaired by the youths of the village who are collecting fee from
every vehicle crossing the bridge. Just after the bridge is the chief’s compound looking clean like
most of the compounds in the village. As small as the village is, there are three quarters, namely
Niolomo, Doubodo and Ossombi, making up the entire village.

The Yambassa people

The Yambassa people, that is how the Bokito people are called. This is a tribe which is considered
to be hard working. This can be seen by the variety of both cash and food crops they grow. An
indigenous Cameroonian will not stave in Bokito Rural because there is enough to choose from:
yams, maize, cocoyams, plantains, ndole, and almost all fruits which keep a person healthy and
gives some income. Both men and women are engaged in food cropping though not to the same
extend.



When it comes to major income generating activities, Bokito is not very much different from many
other Cameroonian village communities where women believe that the man is the bread winner of
the family. Cocoa farming, which is a very good source of income, is basically owned by the men.
The women and children provide free labor to clean and harvest the cocoa, and only the man knows
the market price and how the money is spent.

The people may be hard working but their ability is limited. While they have fertile land with which
life seems satisfactory to them, they will not let a stranger or potential donor come and go without
complaining about the lack of a school for their children, the dirty water they are drinking, and the
absence of electricity which can be found just 500 meters away. Though physically very near,
electricity is still a far fetched dream for them as they are still struggling with the basic element of
life - potable water. The only infrastructure they are proud of is a church with a pastor who is very
important to them, and who acts as their primary adviser and source of historical facts about the
development of the village. His old age and education in those early days of colonization probably
gave him this position. He actually demonstrated this ability during the historical findings about the
water supply project in the village when a reconnaissance survey was done as part of the
Participatory Action Research (PAR).

Nobela the mystical water source

If there is anything the Yambassa people of Bokito remember about their water sources, it is the
mystical Nobela Source. This is a natural water source believed to be the reason behind the
settlement in this place by their ancestors. No matter how prolonged the dry season may be, all
other sources will dry up but not Nobela.

You may be thinking of a very large stream too voluminous to dry up by the simple effect of a
prolonged dry season. This is not the case with Nobela. Rather, it is a small pond which will not
reach the knee cap if you step in it. It does not flow. The people come with small bowls they use to
scoop the water and fill their large containers. As they say, no matter how many people come to
collect water, nobody will return without water and Nobela will not dry up.

Like any standing water in a pond, it becomes dirty after many users had been there. Everybody
knows this and everybody needs clean water. As a strategy to get clean water, some people go there
at night and also as early as 5 a.m., when most of the dirt from the peak period, usually in the
evening - often between 5 p.m. and 7 p.m., has settled down. The water is equally clean during the
day but at this time the users are on their fields. Small children are the only ones able to fetch water
during such periods but Nobela is not the right source for children during the day except when you
do not value the life of your child.

I would not be surprised if you wonder why children are not allowed to use such a small water
source in the afternoons. Just as we value water, so do the animals in the bush. The villagers tell
stories of animals going there to drink from that same source because it seems to be the only source
in the vicinity during harsh dry seasons. They narrate stories of encounters with snakes and other
animals, even including lions. Some courageous people go there and climb on a big tree just to
watch these unwanted users who do not help them clean the source. Hunters take this as an
opportunity to hunt. They either set traps or hide and wait to shoot the animals. You can now
understand why children are not allowed to fetch water from this source in the afternoon.




Nobela is not the only natural source of water at Bokito Rural. There are three more and the quality
is the same - polluted yet the people still drink. The quality of water had made some of the elites
avoid coming home as the villagers said “Many of our elites are not coming to the village because
they cannot stand the quality of the water we have. Some do come but they buy as much bottled
water as possible even including bathing water. Some come and get infected diseases and their
children, who are not used to the water, die. In some cases, the deaths are attributed to witchcraft
which stops them from coming to the village again. Unfortunately for them, they still have to come
because home is home. No matter the problems in your village, you still need to come there.
Therefore, the solution is not to run away.”

PAR on trial

Can you imagine yourself confident that you want to help some people only to be rejected at the
beginning by the same people? This was our experience in Bokito Rural during the first encounter
with the community members about the PAR project. You need to have patience, understanding and
courage to continue. Then the end result can be completely different.

Old experiences, political influence and selfish manipulations can create regrettable losses because
new adventures are not tried. The people of Bokito Rural will tell you, as we shall be reading in this
chapter, what they would have missed if the PAR team would not have been experienced enough to
encourage them take a chance.

The initial community meeting

After making the contacts with those who matter in the village, such as the chief and the president
of village development committee (VDC), the PAR team in the company of the Sub Director of CD
in Yaounde, the Divisional chief and one staff of CD Bafia, were meeting with the Yambassa
people of Bokito Rural to present the PAR project.

The meeting was well attended by both women and men, including children. Everybody was
waiting to hear the good news about their abandoned project. We explained the objectives of the
project, the geographical coverage in Cameroon, and the organization from the level of IRC in the
Netherlands. The villagers were all attentive and expecting to hear more. When we ended and asked
for questions only then did we know that people were expecting more than we presented.

An internal elite, who is a councillor in the Bokito Rural Council, put up his hand and stood up. He
said, “/ am very sorry that you may have some good intentions but we 're are tired of hearing about
the issue of water all the time. The population you have here could have been doubled if we had
been talking about something else. The people are totally discouraged when it comes to water
because many of your friends have been here, said the same things and year in year out we still do
not have water up to today. So I am afraid that you might have wasted your time.” The rest of the
community members irumediately clapped. We could now see a wide gap between those we met
before and the community. Still in a confused state, the Divisional Chief of Community
Development in Bafia stood up and retorted trying to condemn the people when the PAR team
intervened and stopped him. The situation was not strange for the PAR team because it was not
their first experience of this nature.



Looking around we found that everybody had banana trees behind their houses, which indicates the
importance of this tree. We asked them, “If you are given a bunch of ripped bananas or suckers,
which will you prefer?”” Majority went for the suckers. “Why?” They gave reasons such as that
suckers would provide more bananas and can be spread by distributing them. That was when we
made the analogy to the objectives of PAR which is to teach them how to solve their problems and
not to provide solutions. This relaxed them and allowed us to continue. The Sub Director of CD
added the Chinese saying “When you give someone a fish, you feed him for a day but when you
teach him how to fish, you feed him for life”.

Learning experiences

The community was requested to provide six persons with whom we could work. Before they could
elect anybody, there were already six volunteers. They became our Local Research Group (LRG)
who continued the activities the following day. While planning for the following day, one of the
LRG members, Mr. Botoko Joseph, swore that nothing would take place in the village before 2 p.m.
The CD Chief immediately responded condemning them for being ungrateful for somebody coming
from far only to wait for you the whole day. We accepted the villagers’ time and promised to meet
after 2 p.m. The CD Chief could not understand our behavior to accept almost anything from the
villagers. We were not surprised by his reaction because that is the way most people have been
working with communities. The PAR also has been a learning experience for him.

This same people who told us that nothing would take place before 2 p.m. because everybody would
be on their fields, were the very first people who requested to start at 10 a.m. after the first day of
the training workshop. Eventually, some of the sessions started as carly as 8 a.m. and on no
occasion the PAR team arrived at a meeting venue before other people. Instead of expecting things
from us, these people now were offering us almost anything they could afford, which is their own
way of saying thank you so much. The LRG members did sacrifice any time for the project. One
interesting moment was when they had to participate in a workshop in another village. Information
sent to them never arrived and when we got there to collect them, they were already at the market.
When we explained what happened they immediately abandoned the market and hurried home to
pick a few things so that we could move immediately. This was when we saw how committed these
people were to the project. Generally, villagers would hardly sacrifice their market days like that.

The rapid change of mentality in the community was something everybody saw. The CD Chief now
discovered why we were accepting almost anything. Mr. Ghamogha said that things may never be
the same again when working with this community and cautioned his staff to be wise. Upon his
return to Yaounde he immediately wrote to his Minister requesting all CD field staff to be trained
on the approach. The Minister then wrote to PAID-WA which promised the training when the
research would have ended.

Many hands make work light

The PAR approach is not only participatory involving community members, but also needs the
support of agencies whose role should be well defined. You may soon find many people wanting to
be part of it. Often some do not correctly interpret the objectives and have in mind expectations
which could be far out of place.



The process as we carried it out in Bokito Rural involved agencies, local village groups, and
interested individuals. They all play an important role. Other parties involved were the Local
Research Group, the National Reference Group, the Department of Community Development in
Bafia and CD Head Office in Yaounde.

The CD Head Office

The department of CD has its head quarters in Yaounde, where the different departments in charge
of planning and monitoring are located. They supervise the provincial services that control the
divisional services.

As an entering point to many community water supply projects, we had to enter Bokito Rural
through the CD Head Office, where we met with an elite and the sub director who accompanied us.
He was just interested in seeing what we were going to do, and how it would be different from what
they had been doing in the villages. When we met the Divisional chief of CD at Bafia, the divisional
capital, he briefed us on the project and sent an engineer who worked on it to lead us into the

village.

During this first day, the director from Yaounde got very interested and was always with us on all
our trips. Sometimes we sent information to the village through him. At times he went there himself
or telephoned his Divisional Chief to act on his behalf. This vital role in ensuring our activities was
very important, as the village had no telephone and it was difficult for us to be always able to
contact them. They could come to Bafia and phone but we could not get to them. This very man
then eventually became a National Reference Group member and was elected as adviser of the

group.

The Local Research Group

The local LRG established during the first encounter with the entire community soon became an
important group in the village. They had gone ahead and made themselves into an association called
ACHELBOR. The reason for the formation of the association was to make sure that rules were
created and members would respect the rules, otherwise people would attend one day and the next
time they would not. They wanted only very committed members. This seems to have worked very
well because they are the most powerful LRG among all the four we have.

The group reorganized herself and made the only lady member among them the president. The
former group leader became the secretary. Rules and regulations were developed to discipline
themselves. In this way, they began to perform many activities in the village. Meetings were being
held frequently to discuss the techniques and tools discussed with the PAR team, and even to apply
some. The transect walk on the system was organized and carried out. They held meetings with the
community and discussed activities. One of the activities was the clearing of the system pipeline so
that the group could have easy access. The number of people that showed up was high and the
whole distribution network abandoned many years was cleaned.

Working with your own people is not easy. They told us about other people trying to sabotage their
work by intoxicating others by saying that the group is not going to make any change. and that they
meet and eat and are not doing anything for the village. At some time they were even called
researchers for food. As the female president told us, they were not discouraged because very few



people will see results that are not immediate. Those who are intoxicating may say anything but the
LRG are sure of what they are doing. She was so confident and determined.

Another commonly used tool was household visits and discussions. The LRG explained to us that it
yielded very good results. A meeting was to take place though attendance in previous ones had been
low. They discussed how to improve the attendance and one option they came up with was to tell
the chief to impose. After thinking about the issue of discussion and participation, they changed
their mind and in stead planned household visits. They formed two groups of two persons each and
divided the village. They then went from house to house and discussed the importance of water, the
PAR project, and the remours that were circulating about them. People were now telling them the
discouraging information told about them. On the day of the meeting, almost the entire village came
out and that was when the villagers discussed the development backwardness of their village. It was
in that meeting that they requested ACHELBOR to help organize a general assembly that would
include elites.

ACHELBOR took the challenge and organized the meeting, and new members were elected into the
bureau. Since ACHELBOR organized the meeting successfully, the people then trusted them and
elected most of them into the bureau. This led to the death of ACHELBOR. Now it is the Village
Development Committee (VDC) that handles the activities of the PAR project. The PAR team had
the responsibility of solving this problems but acted behind the scene in order see the competence of
the local researchers to continue the process.



Four years ago the SER support team began a process of Participatory Action Research to improve
water management in seven communities belonging to the municipality of Aguacatan. At the start
of this process, the community leaders asked us: “Do you have financing to fix our project? Can
you give us tubing to improve the flow?”

The directors of institutions such as UNEPAR, with whom we had coordinated, also doubted our
ability to manage the project. More importantly, they doubted the effectiveness of a process of this
nature. To be honest, each member of our team harbored doubts.

Explaining the project to the director was difficult; explaining it to the community was even more
so. From there we began the process with a few community leaders that were willing to try. Along
the way, other community leaders got involved; still later, the community members themselves
became protagonists. This passage from “spectators” to “actors” occurred only when they saw that
the meetings, assemblies and discussions, which initially seemed like a waste of time, took on life
and showed results.

The PAR process involved participatory assessment, problem sharing and analysis. Little by little,
the deeper everybody got involved in the PAR process, the better it was understood. Based on this
understanding, the community leaders and their organizations made a plan, later to be validated in
community assemblies, detailing priorities, alternative solutions, and decisions. This process
occurred with respect for the community’s own way of organizing and participating. This was a
difficult process because an internal war had recently ended in the country; ten years ago, thinking,
speaking or meeting was a crime that often times was paid with one’s life.

Also, the process involved actions that were not previously planned. People demanded fast action
and asked themselves: How do we guarantee follow through on the things planned? How do we
manage to improve service of good quality water at the least cost possible and that, above all, lasts?

As the community progressively got more involved in the process, it was increasing unlikely that
they would leave it. Don Chabelo, the president of APAGUA, explained:

“If we don 't solve our water problems ourselves, nobody is going to solve them. If
someone else does it for us, we get used to that, and that is even worse because
water is not our only problem.”

Together with the people, we at SER have managed to learn and understand. These processes need
to combine the short term and the log term, the theoretical with the practical. People told us that “it’s
fine what you’re saying, but we’re the ones who have to mend the tubing and have water.”

In one of the communities, something rather instructive occurred. One day, when the community
was happy and we were satisfied what had been accomplished in the PAR project, it rained very
hard. Part of the tubing blew, the distribution tank clogged up, and the catchment tank split. The
community’s joy ended. However, one of the community leaders, despite her sadness, mustered up
courage and told her companions: “It looks like we begin again. The good thing is that we already
know how to do it.”



Introduction to Aguacatan

To get to Aguacatan from the capital, one must cover 305 kilometers.” This municipality is made up
of 49 rural communities. Seven of these — Chex, Chichoche, Tucuna, Aguacatin Canton, Patzalam,
Agua Blanca and Rio Blanco — are home to 550 families (3600 inhabitants) that organized
themselves for a water project.

The thing that stands out about these communities is that they are of indigenous ethnicity —
Aguateca, Quiché and Chalchiteca. The men are rarely literate, and the women even less so. In
general, they only speak their own language, which is not recognized as “official.”

On Aguacatan’s various dirt roads or small plots of 5 to 10 cuerdasJ, we can see men with their hoe,
hat and shoulder-slung bag ready to work the land in ten to twelve hour shifts, producing corn, black
beans and lima beans for their families. We can find still others growing garlic, onion and tomato to
later sell and in that way earn some monetary income.

In the houses, the women generally busy themselves with domestic activities — cooking, sweeping,
bathing the children, tending the chickens and pigs. Sometimes they sit down to make their clothes,
such as the giiipiles, cortes and cintas.”

Every year in the months of April, July and August, the men, women and children, with their bags,
hoes and kitchenware in hand, load into the backs of trucks heading for the southern lowlands.
There they work on the plantations in miserable conditions at a salary of about one dollar a day for
the men, and even less for the women. The children are sad because often they have left school to
be able to accompany and help their parents.

Drinking water

Until 1986 these seven communities in Aguacatin did not have a potable water system. The women
and children were the ones who would go get water from the rivers, streams and homemade wells in
the area, running many risks because of the steep ravines and swift currents. They spent three hours
every day bringing water back to their homes.

The water was of poor quality, and consequently, the children, especially, developed various
disorders — diarrhea, vomiting, stomach aches, headaches and dehydration. Without health services
at their disposal or the economic means to pay for a doctor, many children died. Dofia Ana Simén, a
resident of Chichoche, commented on this situation:

“It’s very hard for us to go all the way to the hillside to get water. And the water
is very dirty — it looks like chocolate. That’s why it gives the children diarrhea so
often. Sometimes they just die.”

2 |n Guatemala City, we find 82% of the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that work in the water
sector. Although some institutions have offices in the departments, the decisions are made in the capital.
Such is the case with the Social Investment Fund (Fondo de Inversion Social), the Peace Fund (Fondo para
la Paz) and the Municipal Public Works Institute (Instituto de Forento Municipal)

® A cuerda measures 25 meters x 25 meters, or 625 m”. This is one sixteenth of a hectare.

* A gtiipil is a colorful blouse, often elaborately embroidered. A corte is the usually plainer traditional skirt
used by the women, while the cinta is an embroidered sash.
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