
AHJASA - ongoing management and
maintenance support for Honduras'
community water systems
by Andrew Trevett and Omar Nunez

Community-led management of water supply
systems is central to most countries' water
policy - and water committees are the essential
tools. But what sort of back-up is practical and
affordable in isolated areas?

Honeymoon over
This policy of water committee forma-
tion has facilitated a large number of
water systems in Honduras. So why are
a worrying proportion either not work-
ing at their full capacity or, in some
cases, not at all?
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/n the last /0 years. Hondurans' access to potable water has risen by over /3 per cent.

DURING THE LATE I980s, an
increasing number of Honduras' com-
munity water supply systems were
built by a wide spectrum of organiza-
tions which, as well as the Government
Water and Sanitation Department,
included international NGOs such as
CARE, Save the Children, and the
Catholic Relief Service; and national
NGOs like Agua para el Pueblo,
(Water for the People). As a result peo-
ple's access to potable water in rural
areas has jumped significantly, rising
from 47 per cent in 1987, to 60 per
cent in 1996.
All these agencies shared a common

policy of establishing community water
committees before any construction

went ahead - although each organiza-
tion placed a slightly different emphasis
on the implementation details. The
main functions of the water committees
set up in rural and peri-urban commu-
nities alike wereto facilitate co-ordina-
tion between the implementing agency
and the community during the construc-
tion phase of the project. Water com-
mittees organize construction teams, let
the communities know about education
workshops, and were responsible for
storing construction materials safely;
after construction, water committee
members were responsible for the
maintenance and management of the
new water system; this included col-
lecting money for upkeep.

It is now widely accepted that, along
with employing appropriate technolo-
gies, good engineering on community
water supply projects can not ensure
continued functioning. An essential
ingredient for the longevity of commu-
nity water systems is adequate and reg-
ular maintenance and, in order to pro-
vide this, it is necessary both to estab-
lish who is responsible for that mainte-
nance, and to equip them with the
knowledge and resources to carry it
out. It is fair to assume that the engi-
neering was of a high standard; the log-
ical conclusion must be, therefore, that
the water committees failed to maintain
the water systems.
All the implementing agencies ran
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education programmes during con-
struction. Villagers and water commit-
tee members were encouraged -
sometimes compelled - to attend a
series of education workshops. A typi-
cal programme might include: an
explanation of the various stages of
construction, materials and compo-
nents; followed by talks on hygiene
and latrine use; the importance of chlo-
rinating water; system maintenance;
the importance of monthly tariffs; and
the central role of the water committee.
Significantly, however, once opera-

tion was underway, the education pro-
grammes stopped.
The project engineers, technicians

and educators would then move on to
the next community, making a formal,
ongoing relationship impractical.

AHJASA
The Honduran Association of Water
System Committees (AHJASA) was

An AHJASA training session.

formed specifically to fill this vacuum.
In 1990, Steven Fite, of the American
National Rural Water Association
(NRWA), visited several of the coun-
try's community water systems. He
proposed a pilot project to establish the
kind of problems facing communities
trying to maintain their water systems,
and, specifically, to measure the inter-
est in forming a water association.
Agua para el Pueblo carried out the
study, visiting communities in the
Department of Valle and talking to the
villagers. Although the study period
had been set at 10 months, within the
first month, communities had shown
such a high level of interest that a
water association was set up immmedi-
ately. The main problems identified by
community members were that they
lacked not only the technical skills
needed to maintain their water systems,
but also the ability to maintain a local
organization for that purpose.
On 30 November 1990, AHJASA

was formed, with 17 members repre-
senting 17 communities from the
Department of Valle.
One of Agua para el Pueblo's staff,

appointed Association Co-ordinator,
went to the United States for training in
the operational principles of the
NRWA. One of the most important
aspects was the concept of 'Circuit
Riders'. In essence, the Circuit Rider
programme aims to provide technical
assistance to rural water systems as and
when required. AHJASA modified the
basic NRWA programme to suit the
conditions and needs of the Honduras
communities.
AHJASA exists to:

• provide educational workshops to
community water committees;
• provide technical and administrative
advice; and
• facilitate mutual assistance between
members.

Education and outreach
The education component is funda-
mental to providing water committees
with the technical and managerial
capacity to organize the day-to-day
maintenance of their water systems.
There are modules on different topics,
geared towards members' target
groups. For example, system operators
can learn about basic system repairs,
(changing valves or replacing damaged
pipes), water quality, and pump main-
tenance; while administrators and trea-
surers can study basic book-keeping.
More general talks are aimed at
encouraging leadership, or showing
members how to motivate villagers to
pay monthly tariffs.
Technical and administrative advice

is provided through the Circuit Rider
programme. Circuit riders enable com-
munities to solve the more complicated
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system is functioning well and needs
no attention; a 'B' system is working
but has 'software' problems, for exam-
ple, the system management needs bet-
ter organizing; a 'c' system has some
technical or 'hardware' failing but can
be rectified by the water committee;
and a 'D' system requires significant
investment beyond the resources of the
community.
Perhaps the main difference between

AHJASA and other available support
mechanisms to community water sys-
tems and their users, is that members
are encouraged to think of AHJASA as
their organization, working for their
benefit. This belief in ownership and
accepting responsibility is an important
concept, and is, after all, central to
another policy of conveying to people
the idea that it is their water system,
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bulk and sells them on to members
at cost. Members can also have
their water analysed as AHJASA
has access to a De]Agua water kit.
A more indirect benefit has been
the introduction of new types of
hand pump, and even the develop-
ment and manufacture of a particu-
lar handpump.

FUr1ding
AJHASA clearly offers consider-
able benefits to its members; but
how is it financed? At present,
approximately 80 per cent of the
funding comes from the Interna-
tional Rura] Water Association
(IRWA), a further 15 per cent is
provided by Agua para el Pueblo,
and the final 5 per cent is made up
with membership fees - collected
as a proportion of monthly water
tariffs. Typically, members pay
Lps.0.50 (£0.03) or less per con-
nection or system user. Villagers
pay monthly tariffs ranging from
Lps.2 (£0.10) for a well with hand-
pump, to Lps.30 (£1.50) for a
pumped system with household
connections. The average tariff
range is probably between Lps. 5
and 12 (£0.25 to 60). The tariff rate
not only reflects the system type
but, to some extent, the economic
ability to pay.
To date, there has been no indepen-

dent evaluation of AHJASA to exam-
ine its successes or failings. One mea-
sure of its achievements, however, is
that the Association has grown from
17 members in one Department of
Honduras to a current total of 200,
across five departments. There are
now five, full-time circuit riders, one
of whom doubles as the Association
Co-ordinator. In August 1997, the
Association held its first National
Convention, also attended by de]e-
gates from Nicaragua and EI Salvador.
One of the outcomes was the election
of a National Board.
Although AHJASA is unique in
Honduras, and possibly in Latin
America, it is important to emphasize
that it is not the only organization
working to provide ongoing support to
community water systems. SANAA,
together with USAID, has organized a
support mechanism based on the
Operation and Maintenance Techni-
cian (TOM) system. Each technician
covers approximately 50 rural water
systems, and provides support to
water committees. A useful evaluation
tool has been developed to help the
technician appraise the condition of
the water system quickly.
There are four classifications: an 'A'

tcchnica] problems; they also help
water committee administrators with
book-keeping difficulties. Circuit riders
also fulfil a mediation role, helping to
resolve internal disputes, and they
explain legal statutes or regulations.
AHJASA's third aim of promoting

mutual assistance between members
has already proved useful, with one
water committee sharing solutions to
specific problems with neighbouring
communities. During education work-
shops, members are given the opportu-
nity to 'compare notes'. Through this
process, committee members have
grown in confidence, enabling them to
manage their systems more effectively.
AHJASA offers new members a set

of education modules to get the new
member committee up and running.
From then on, a circuit rider will make
regular visits to ensure that both the
water system and its committee are
functioning properly. AHJASA also
carries out water committee organiza-
tion programmes in communities with
newly constructed water systems. For
existing members, educational material
or technical advice is limited to
requests for assistance, or when new
or important topics are aired. For
example, new repair techniques or
providing advice if cholera incidence
Increases.
Membership of AHJASA brings

additional benefits: for example, it
buys stationery or replacement parts
for pumps or distribution systems in

A woman uses a 'rope and washer'
pump that has been mod(fied and
imprrJl'ed by AHJASA.
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