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In order to improve the quality of life of the neglected rural majority, pro-
grammes of agricultural production, health with a more cfficient health delivery -
system, investment in rural non-farm activities, co-operatives, rural credit,

road construction should be planned and manned in an integrated manner.
(M.AN.R,, 1976; F.A.O., 1977)

Further, it is stressed that community participation in meeting part of the
cost of the service to be established principally through self-help is the key
to realizing the full benefits of the integrated package and that this should
be achieved by the community (I.L.O., 1979). The strategy thus places a
substantial, if not insuperable burden on the rural poor themselves, since
this rule puts the onus on the community rather than on the agency involved
in the programme.

This paper reconsiders such policy commitment in the light of key facts

relating to rural water supply development in Sierra Leone. It argues that
rural communities are willing to meet some of the cost incurred by participat-
ing in the programme not because of the need for an improved water supply
system per se, but becausc they are intercsted in the associated benefits of
the integrated package. This is illustrated through a detailed examination
of the impact of improved water supplies within one integrated rural develop-
ment scheme - Plan International Project in the Bombali District, Northern
Province of SierrasLeone. The debate raised in this paper is to set the context
for the improved strategy for rural water supply development in the country,
which is illustrated in the final section. A case study of Gbonombu village
in the Moyamba District, Southern Province of Sierra Leone, is discusscd.
This case study exemplifies the potential of an efficient improved water
supply system based on local management. “Lively community seif-help”
of the kind indicated by the case study is probably the key to promoting
effective water supply development in Sierra Leone.

Context of the study

Sierra Leone covers 73,326 Km? and lies on the South West coast of West
Africa. The country is characterized by a high net radialion input and high
temperatures throughout the year; monthly mean temperatures average 20°C

{Gregory, 1965; Bowden, 1980). For most of the country rainfall ranges
between 2,000 mm and 4,000 mm of which most falls between May and
November (rainy scason). This rainfall gives high discharges in the rivers,
which are the main sources of water (F.A.O., 1980). In spite of the huge
volume of water theoretically available, water supply problems do occur
from December to April, the peak of the dry season, when maximum
temperatures reach 32°C, and the majbrity of the rural people resort to the

usc of dug-out swamp pits on river terraces, and to traditional wells (Bah,
1987a). '

f
Water resource development is the main thrust of attempt to improve the

" living conditions of the rural poor. In 1981, less than 10 percent of the rural
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population in Sierra Leone (communities with less than 2,000 people),
forming 75 per cent of the country’s population of 3.7 million, had access
to safe and adequate drinking water (UNDP/WHO, 1981; B-PRD, 1981).
The Government’s increasing support for the improvement of this sector is
evident: between 1974-1979 its development expenditure on water supply
ranged from 1.4 percent - 1.7 percent of the total development expenditure
(Sierra Leone, 1974), but by 1980/81 fiscal year, it allocated 10 percent of
the total development expenditure to water supply development. 40 percent
of the proposed expenditure on water supply development was to be met
by foreign sources (UNDP/WHO, 1991).

The water supply development strategy was to serve a further 710,000 of
the urban population with pipe-borne water, while providing 2,100,000 rural
people with safe drinking water. The latter was to be tackled primarily
through improved water wells, to be undertaken by all development projects
in the country as part of the integrated strategy to rural development.

Research strategy

This study examines one integrated project — Foster Parents Plan Interna-
tional. This project is one of the earliest established integrated project in
the Northern Province of Sierra Leone. Plan International is a benevolent
institution which originated in Spain in 1937, as Foster Parents Plan, to
provide children with food, shelter and education after the Spanish Civil
War, Today, Plan International is sponsored by philanthropic organisations
and individuals in Europe and America. In Sierra Leone, it first established
itself in 1977 in Bombali District, Northern province. Bombali District has
an areal extent of 8,095 Km?, occupied by 200,000 people (Central Statistics
Office Report, 1978).

The Northern Province of Sierra Leone is highly constrained by water
supplies because of its short rainy season, 5-6 months, compared ‘to 7-9
months in the Southern Province (Gregory, 1965, Gwynne-Jones et al.,
1978). Dry season water problems are thercfore very acute in the North,
and the situation has been described as “precarious” (Primary Health Carc,
1978). One might therefore expect Plan International’s improved village
water wells programme to make a vital contribution to dry season water
needs, and that at least in the Northern Province, this component of the
integrated package will fully be utilized. How this is realized in practice

remains the prime focus of this paper.

The paper examines one of the 13 chiefdoms in the Bombali District i.e.

Makan-Gbanti (the first established area for Plan International Project
activities in the Northern Province), an amalgamation of two chiefdoms -
Makari and Gbanti. It covers an area of 622 Km?, occupied by 25,229

people (Central Statistics Office, 1978). This area is agriculturally favoured
by intensive rice cultivation on the vast “bolilands” (swamplands) extending -

, over some 1,085,000 acres (Gleave, 1977). It has been shown that such
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Table 2 Plan International improved well status

Dry scason well status

Viilage I}\)Ar;/rz}c]asl(;r;gvcll status M:mh' %

i c
Masongbo Not in use g?itchoujt
Mankene-bana Dricd out D o
Mokothe Dried out Dried o
Pundung Dricq out B e
Kerefay-loko i\‘ol in usc ot e

ali-sanda n use '
\I\(;'ilnz Dricd out 3::10::;
Magbenteh Not in usc A
Madina Dried out Dricd o
Moyoba Dried out Dried 0%
Kolisoko Not in use ROt in e
Masimera Dried out
3

Source: Field survey, 1989.

Table 3 Summary of improved well status

March, 1989
iti 1988 R
Cfondl\;‘on l:\/:)arz?,wclls % no. of wells no. of wells % no. of wells
of we! .
7 58 '

Dried wells 7 ;i : 3
Not in use 4 ; ; :
In use 1

100
Total 12 100 12

Note: Rcasons for improved wells not being %niusc includef
. i, Have adequate water sources and dislike taste of impro o
n Closed down by water agency because of well misuse (&onc v(\ age age)
i i ken down (one villd
stem to lift water from well has bro . )
v gh;ce:t]i]&cii;yige improved well might have been contaminated by magical ‘charms
iv. Su L.

ved well water (one village);

(two villages)

The theoretical argument for providing village improved wells can be
stated as follows:

“To provide safe and adequate water for villagers to improvc;gtgh]c)lr health
status for increased agricultural productivity.” (UNDP/WHO,

But in practice, few actually fulfill this role. Tablc 2danq thihs:m;?;:)rg 10nf
Table 3 show how few improved wells were in use ulrmgt ) ;ea -
i oation. Of the 12 improved wells constructed in the stu yd ,ed v
mvcstx%ath“&;S in use during the dry scason of 1988, and this roplpo/ '
ror ('9 " ;9 Thus\ the vast majority of the improved wells, 11 .(9 o)hm
Zl;?i& l:nligall. 12 (10’0%) in 1989, lay out of use lovcr fthe: vcr)éopncé;cr)g l\: t;r;

ibuti reatest. Also of some
theif:ﬁ;‘;:‘;‘;‘t‘g;j::ﬁ?e; i\:/:ll:c\sgicgh dried out, seven (58%) in 1988 and
prop
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1989, effectively precluding their use, and raising serious questions about
the adequacy of the programme. Dry wells result directly from the misguided
policy of year-round wells construction programmes followed by the project
in their efforts to secure funds, by meeting yearly targets of wells to be
constructed to justify funds disbursement. Improved wells constructed in
the rainy season (May to October), when the water table is high, are unlikely
to provide water in the dry season when the water table is much lower.

It can be stated from the data presented so far that a major reason for
the limited impact of improved wells is the general scarcity of water they
provide. Therefore, one line of argument could be to sink more improved
wells or to improve on the current ones such that they provide dry season
water. But Table 4 shows the estimated cost of an improved well amounting
to Lc.8,400 (USS$6,720) (MANR, 1981). In a financially constrained
economy, onc must ask whether the Government of Sierra Leone can afford
this. Furthermore, with villagers’ contribution to the construction of a single
improved well amounting to about 11 percent of the total cost, construction
of furthcr wells or improving on wells already constructed can place a heavy
burden on an economically very constrained rural sector. One is therefore
led to question the advisability of sinking or improving expensive wells,
which are not only costly but also less than perfect, and to ask if alternatives
are avilable in the rural areas of the country to improve water supplies.

As shown in Tables 5 and 6, villagers in all the study sites use a range of
water sources. Despite having been provided with improved wells, they
continue to use traditional water sources such as swamp dug pits and

Table 4 Estimated cost of one improved well (1982) Exchange rate use US$=Le.1.25

19 . Expendable materials used in well construction include cement, re-enforce-  1380.50
- ment rods, timber, pulley and paint
2. Construction personnel:

Includes salaries for technicians, drilling and technical supervisor 882.00
3. Equipment/vchicles:

Includes petrol, oil and lubricants and cxpendable construction materials at ~ 2025.00

35 wells per year and capital equipment and vehicles depreciation for 3 years
or 100 wells

4. Health Education:
Includes environmental education workshop salaries for health education, 420.77

materials and spares and P.O.L. for motorcycle
5. Administrative? operations:

Includes salaries for all administrative managerial and support personnel,  2250.00
bush allowance employee benefits, travel, and per diem allowances, postage,
rent, clectricity, office equipment, purchases cic.

" TOTAL AVERAGE COST/WELL CONSTRUCTED

6958.27
Average overhcads ~7.42% Y 517.73
6

. Community input of labour, materials, sand and gravel, fencing, food and 924.00
lodging for construction team. :

TOTAL COST OF AN IMPROVED WELL ! 8400.00

<" Source: MANR, 1981, p. 14.

e e R
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Table 5 Villagers drinking water sources (wet scason, 1989)

Village Drinking water sources
ila
streai/river, rainwater, tradl‘u'onal wcl‘ll

Masongbob stream/river, rainwater, traditional we

ankenc-bana ;
M“"k"hc stream, rainwater N
e stream, rainwater, traditional we

undun .
X f g] ko stream, rainwater N
Ker'e ay-do stream, rainwater, traditional we

. a ]

Mg stream, rainwater N "
Noate stream, rainwater, traditional we
Magl')enwh stream, rainwater, traditional well
Madmlf stream, rainwater
Md){o }‘? stream, rainwater R
e stream, rainwater, traditional we
Masimera

Note: There was no use made of the improved well 1n all villages.
ote:

O 0
Table 6 Villagers drinking water sources {dry scason, 1989

—————

vill Drinking water sources
illage
swamp pit, spring and traditional well
Masongbob a swamp pit, traditional well -
e swamp pit, spring and traditiona
I}\’4uankd0ul:Z swamp piA\
swamp pit .
Keff?fa)/'(lekO swamp pit, trad. well, improved well
Yalh-san a o )
Md“ic teh swamp pit, traditional well
mai' e swamp pit '
ayobs swamp pit, spring
MaIY.Ob;’ swamp pit, traditional well
Kolisoko

Masi swamp pit, traditional well _
asimera
Source:  Field survey, 1989.
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p p s f am 3 p T ant in p[ Vld g ]
tradlt 1181 We“S. S

g y I pp S S a
ers Wlth d[ season wate su hes. ‘l hdS becll hOWll Lha[ 1e1T LCOIlC
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tional wells have often been criticized on the grounds that they are not lined
with concrete and often lack covered hds, making them vulnerable to con-
tamination. However, it is perhaps essential to secure adequate water in the
first place before worrying unduly about the quality of such water sources.
The key point is that despite the existence of improved wells, the bulk of
the communitics’ water needs are still met by so-called “traditional sources”,
such as swamp pits, which have been found in use in Third World countries
for generations (Konkhai, 1978). These traditional sources rest on a strong
base of existing rural knowledge that could be used for development. Agen-
cies concerned with development need to take this into account if they are
to be able to sce where outside help is most needed or would be best realized,
and thus to use aid more effectively. The next question is, to what extent
the rule requiring communities to meet about 11 percent of the total cost
of improved wells affect their use? Observations and informal interviews
held during the course of the work suggest that villagers are willing to meet
the considerable cost involved not because of their genuinely perceived need
for an improved well, but because they are interested in the associated
benefits of the integrated package. In other words, they may be prepared to
meet the cost of a well because they want a school, community centre or a
health centre. Indeed, this situation is encouraged by Plan International
since the fact that 4 village has an improved well is seen as a precondition
for and necessary link to the provision of other services.

The final section addresses the question of which local water developments
are likely to work effectively, and why. A case study water development in
Gbonombu village is examined. The object is to explore the circumstances
under which water supply developments can be made to work successfully.
The study thus indicates that not only have Plan International project
villages failed to benefit from their improved wells, they may never have felt
the need for them in the first place. The waste of financial resources for
both Plan International and the communities themselves has been great, but
.+ 1t could have been avoided. It is unlikely that the project discussed in this

paper is exceptional, and similar situations have arisen within other intcg-
rated rural development projects in Sierra Leone. In short, they arise because
“_rural water supplies are conceived “at a distance” without reference to local
& knowledge, needs or resources. Paradoxically, the enthusiasm for improved
- rural water supplies gencrated by World concern in the “Decade for water
¥ for all by 1990”, which has directly resulted in such large numbers of water
k- supply projects in Sierra Leone, is partly responsible for this state of affairs.

7.

‘Gbonombu - a case study of an efficient improved
rural water supply system

: - Gbonombu is located about 42 km from Moyamba, the headquarter town

£ of Moyamba District. It had a population of 790 people in 1974 (Central
Statistics Office, 1974). Gbonombu has a working improved well providing




o
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year round water to its people. Improved well construction there received
support from three institutions ~ CARE (Co-operation of American Relief
Everywhere), MEP (Ministry of Energy and Power) and LIONS Interna-
tional.

With the introduction of village well schemes in the District in 1980 by
CARE/MEP as part of their integrated programme, many villages in the
Moyamba District made requests for improved wells through their Chiefs
and Parliamentary Representatives. Gbonombu like many other villages
suffered from dry season water supplies constraints. Villagers had to spend
many hours looking for water from other areas involving return distances
of over 6 km, especially during the driest period - March.

The village women organized themselves to find ways of getting support
for an improved well in the village (and selected two women to represent
them). The two female representatives were the first to approach the village
chief about the subject. A village meeting was subsequently held and the
villagers agreed to form a committee of 5 persons, to inciude the assistant
chief, the head of the young adult males labour group,- the two women
representatives and the head master of the village school. These people were
to form a delegation to approach individuals and organisations concerning
funding possibilities for the scheme. The villagers also agreed to raise money
to meet the cost of transportation for the delegates. On August 10, 1986,
the delegation from Gbonombu village met with the Paramount Chief in,
Taiama, the administrative head of the chicfdom and he agreed to putin a
word on their behalf to the CARE village water supply provision in Moy-
amba. The village delegation also travelled to Frectown, the capital city of

the country on August 29, 1986 to seek assistance from other organisations.
LIONS International agreed to meet some of the cost for the improved well
and LIONS approached CARE Freetown and MEP for funding and to
work out the details of how Gbonombu’s well water supply scheme should
be funded. CARE, LIONS and MEP cventually agreed to meet 89 percent
of the cost for the improved well between them. Villagers met their 11
percent share by providing labour, food and accommodation for a well
digging team and they also provided building aggregates (sand and stones).
Work was completed in the dry season of 1987, attaining a well depth of

12.95 metres.

Village Work Organization
A number of village work groups were formed to organize the operation

of the improved well.

(a) The village head master was responsible for communication matters,

especially with the funding agencies. He also takes part in the health -
education meetings in Moyamba organized by the United States Peace .
Corps team, and undertakes to educate villagers on matters relating to “§

healjh and improvement of the new water supply system.
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(b) Rcsponsibi)ity for well constructio
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constructed. Only one (9%) was working in the dry season of 1988, and Bowden, D. J (1980), “Ra; o
none in 1989. Dried out wells result from Plan International’s misguided Geography, Vol. | p;) 3i13n;au in Sicrra Leope”
policy of year-round well construction. The communities instead retain an Central Statistics Of%icc .( 1978)’ Nati

overwhelming dependence on traditional water sources such as swamp pits Dijkerman, J. (1965) Soj) R dtional P0p9]
and traditional wells, resting on their rich local knowledge for the construc- Freetown. ' esources of §i

tion of such sources. It is important for development agencies to appreciate Fon and Agricultural O
Sierra Leone, Frectown.

4}
» Singapore Journal of T; ropical
ation of Sierra Leone, Frectown
e : i ,
rra Leone: Ap agricultural survey,

rganization, (1977), Draft country profile Republic of
: 0

such rural knowledge and use it for development purposes. Only in this way Food .
will they be able to see where outside help is most needed or would be best s(e)ctoar"d Agriculturaf Organization, (1980), Sier L
applied, either to protect the local knowledge itself or to supplement such Gleave }\;ou;"y deVClO‘Dmcnl brief, Vo. 1, p.‘ 151 @ Leone food ang agriculture
indigenous systems at identified points of critical weakness. ] Lcon)e". b;;éu(m?)’ ‘MCCbanization of peasant farming: i :
Improved wells and other services of the integrated package should be 3 Gregory, S, (‘1 9;55;0?‘{2)2?513”111 gcogér_aphy, n0. 3, Sanford gU ;Xpenenccs in Sierra
3 ) over Sierra Leop o

search Papcys, University of Liverpool, No 20", Department of Gcography Re-

provided to villagers where the community demonstrates a genuine need
Gwynne-]oncs, D.R. G.

and interest, as the people of Gbonombu so clearly did. Here, villagers were
motivated to organize themselves to seek support for the construction of an
improved well, because dry season water problems did exist.

Lively community involvement is probably the key to promoting the
integrated package, and in this context, one may ask if it might be appropri-
ate for the development agencies to take the initiative. It might be better if
villagers were encouraged to seek out the help they need by approaching an
institution such as Plan International themselves. If and when local initiative
is pushing in the right direction, making detailed administrative arrange-
ments for the kind of water supply and extension service envisaged becomes
the next practical step, bringing together local administrators and develop-
ment agencies in an effective and creative partnership with local groups.
The sad story of failed water supply developments as a whole, is more a
question of a shortage of such partnership, than a shortage of water as such.
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