
Out of the mouths of babes: an honest
evaluation of water and sanitation in
Ecuador

their parents when interviewed at
home. This may be explained by the
fact that, whereas adults are away from
home and the system for most of the
day, children have access to the system
at home and at school.

Far greater differences were recorded
on issues such as watering animals and,

Revealing results
The results were very interesting. The
children indicated that they used the
piped drinking-water far more than the
researchers had been led to believe by

divided into two blocks. one on water
supply, and one on sanitation. In both
sessions, the IRC/CINARA teams con-
centrated on matrix ranking. During
the water-supply component, children
were asked where their families and
neighbours got their water - and what
they did with it.

Then, either in small groups or on
their own, the children painted or drew
a specific source or use on a sheet of
paper. These drawings were then put
into a matrix, with envelopes placed
where the lines crossed. The children
were asked to vote, by inserting a piece
of paper for each specific purpose in
the pocket representing the most
important water source currently being
used in their homes.

A group of children from Cican draw their community s water sources and uses.

Matrix ranking
A maximum of 40 children attended
each session, which the facilitators
began by introducing themselves and
explaining what they hoped to achieve.
Then, to break the ice, everyone took
part in an activity. The sessions were

]979 and ]993, in 40 of Ecuador's
dispersed, highland communities.

The evaluation was implemented by
three teams of staff from the participat-
ing organizations. The water commit-
tees and the systems operator were the
primary partners within the communi-
ties. House visits were also included,
but were kept to a minimum, as the
villages were scattered over such a
wide area. In 24 communities, these
visits were complemented by working
sessions with schoolchildren aged
between ]0 and ]2 and, in the seven
communities with no schoo], with chi]-
dren who were' attending bible classes.
The sessions were implemented by two
or three people with technical and
socio-economic backgrounds.

NGO evaluation
With this in mind, staff from IRC and
CINARA, the Cali-based Centro Inter-
regional de Abastecimiento y Remo-
cion de Agua, developed a participa-
tory evaluation, in collaboration with
CARE Ecuador, the Subsecretaria de
Saneamiento Ambienta] (SSA) and the
Empresa Te]efono, Agua Potable y
Alcantarillado de Cuenca (ETAPA). It
set out to review the sustainabi]ity of
the water supply and sanitation facili-
ties, established with support from
CARE, SSA, and ETAPA between

AFTER PLAYING WITH the health-
workers, the children gather in small
groups and start to whisper. 'I just go
behind schoo], I don't use the ]atrine-
it's horrible! It smells and it's dirty.
And you have to go a long way to fetch
the water to flush it,' says a small girl.
Another child whispers, 'I just use the
bush, because sometimes you can't
wait, so you just sit down.' What
started out as a welcome short-cut to
gathering information in a participatory
evaluation of the water supply and
sanitation conditions in 40 dispersed
communities in Ecuador, became a
very interesting avenue in need of
further exploration.

For a long time, children have been
treated more as passive objects of
development than as active participants
in a development process. Yet they can
give us a lot of useful information
about the water and sanitation situation
as they perceive it. Their uninhibited
talk may provide a picture of the use of
water and sanitation facilities, and help
us to understand the difficulties chil-
dren and adults face in using those
facilities; it may confront water com-
mittees with messages they did not
expect; it may help children to learn
from each other, and help them to
change their behaviour; and it may
provide a starting point for hygiene
promotion.

by Jan leun Visscher, Mariella Garcia, Carlos Madera,
Alberto Benavides, and Edgar Quiroga
Children should be seen and not heard? Not
according to one team trying to get a clear
picture of water and sanitation practices in the
far-flung highland communities of Ecuador.
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It gets my vote. Water-supply questions
are easily dealt with in groups (above).
A section of the completed pocket chart of
Pontara Chico in close-up (right).
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in particular, irrigation. In some cases,
every child indicated that his or her
water-supply system at home was used
for this purporse, whereas their older
relati ves told interviewers that they
obey the regulations which forbid
irrigation. With this sort of informa-
tion, the project workers could tackle
the parents on an individual basis, but
that would both defeat the purpose, and
infringe trust. It is a great opportunity,
however, to present this feedback to the
water committee, and to discuss it in a
community meeting where the problem
- and potential solutions - can be
identified and discussed.

Drinking-water
Some 66 per cent of the children
indicated that tapwater was their main
source of water, while the rest plumped
for streams and ponds. The children
threw light on water-supply related
problems, such as discontinuity of the

mpply,
and water

shortages. Very few
of the children had any idea about
whether the water was treated, but indi-
cated that they did drink it direct; 80
per cent of the children did not like the
taste of boiled water.

The children particularly enjoyed the
drawing part which allowed them to be
creative in portraying their lives. Most
of them were very confident in using
the technique, although some needed
more explanation, particularly about
voting. On water-supply questions, it
was easy to vote in a large group.
When it came to the rather more
awkward subject of sanitation, the
children worked in smaller groups.

The children indicated that they did
use latrines, but they also used the sur-
rounding fields; bad smells, the pres-
ence of flies, and having to carry water
for flushing put them off using the
latrines. In brief interviews, 65 per cent
of the children said that they did not
wash their hands after going to the
toilet, and only 40 per cent washed

them before eating. Small children do
not use the latrine because of its height.

Sanitation in school
Although there were some positIve
findings, general conditions in the
highland schools need to be improved
considerably before the sanitary
environment can be classed as safe and
sound. School facilities must be
inviting, and teachers' encouragement
is crucial if the children are to use the
facilities regularly. Over 95 per cent of
the schools had a connection to a piped
system and, in all but one, the schools
did not charge parents for water use.
Schools suffer from intermittent water
supply, and there is a lack of shallow
tanks which would enable them to
store water to bridge the periods
without water supply. With its
inadequate treatment and poor

o;;hlorination the water presents a
considerable health risk.

The basin design is standard; the
taps are too high for small chil-

dren, forcing them to climb on
top of stones - they also

swing from the taps and
cause damage. If there are

problems, or repairs are
needed, the onus is on

the parents who are
also supposed to
cover the costs.

Latrine neglect
)f the schools surveyed, only one did

not have water-sealed latrines or flush
toilets, yet wastewater is not disposed
of properly, and usually flows without
treatment into surface-water flows.
Only 32 per cent of the latrines were
found to be - in technical terms - in
good condition, which compares
poorly with the 56 per cent figure for
the homes in the communities. Some
32 per cent of the latrines were clean
(without major traces of faecal mater-
ial); 24 per cent were more or less
clean, and 44 per cent were found to be
really dirty. In 60 per cent of the
schools, the latrines were cleaned by
the children, equipped with brushes,
buckets and, sometimes, soap. In a
further 28 per cent, a school employee
did the cleaning, while in the remain-
ing 12 per cent, no maintenance was
carried out. The children perceive
being asked to clean the latrines as a
punishment and, wherever possible, do
not do the job properly.

CINARA, in collaboration with dif-
ferent teams, found similar problems in
other countries in the region which
they evaluated as part of the PAHO-
and SDC-supported WHO/IRC project
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Schoolchildren help solve sanitation problems in Tanzania
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'School Sanitation and Hygiene
Education in Latin America'.

The teachers
In most (68 per cent) of the schools
surveyed, teachers do provide hygiene

education classes, but results are
disappointing, if one takes into account
the sanitary conditions, and the fact
that children have no idea if the water
supply is treated. Only 40 per cent of
the teachers have received any hygiene
education training. As a result, the

lessons do not cover toilet training for
young children, and operating and
maintaining latrines properly is not
explained.

The teachers are not motivated by a
strong sense of community: most of
them travel in from larger towns and

WATERLINES VOL. 14 NO.3 JANUARY 1996 21



Bent but not broken - the highland schoolchildren
will benefit most from increased motivation and design
modifications - not expensive infrastrllctllral changes.

have little incentive to try and teach
anything other than the obligatory sub-
jects. They have had only limited
involvement in the development of
sanitary facilities: another reason for
their lack of enthusiasm for actively
promoting better hygiene behaviour.
It is hardly surprising, therefore,
that there appears to be no positive

correlation between
teachers who have
received training, and
the cleanliness of their
school's latrines. And
no correlation could be
established between the
cleanliness of latrines in
the home and at school,
which is clearly an
issue for further review
and analysis.

A human
investment
Involving children as
participants in an
evaluation of the water
supply and sanitation
conditions in their com-
munity proved to be a
very effective strategy,
as a lot of information
was generated in a short
time. They enjoyed
themselves and, at the
same time, were proud

of doing something for their commu-
nity. It was a change from their normal
routine, and had the additional advan-
tage that people's hopes were not
raised. These types of participatory
techniques can really help to motivate
children to improve their situation, and
provide a very good starting point for

hygiene promotion.
The children's answers give a good

indication of the situation at home,
although some of their complaints
about latrines differed from their
parents' reactions. Also, their answers
were less influenced by what is
deemed 'desirable' behaviour, for
example, their honest reports about
using tapwater to irrigate the family's
crops.

Sanitary conditions in most of the
Ecuador's highland schools are not
adequate, and need urgent improve-
ment. This is clearly a matter of
increasing people's motivation and
making design improvements, and does
not require expensive infrastructural
changes. The results of the evaluation
have already spulTed on the agency
staff involved to explore the possibili-
ties of working closely with schools
and parent organizations.
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