
Water for a million 

he challenge facing the Kenya
Finland Rural Water Develop
ment Project at the beginning 

of the Decade , in 1981, was great: to 
provide water to nearly a million peo
ple living in Kenya's Western Pro
vince, close to the border with Ugan
da , about an hour's drive from the 
northern shores of Lake Victoria. By 
Decade mid-point , however , more 
than one thousand water points were 
in operation, almost a quarter of a 
million people were reaping the bene
fits of an improved water supply, and 
the target seemed considerably nearer. 

The project, begun in 1981, is car
ried out by KEFINCO (formed by 
YIT General Engineering and Con
tracting Company Limited and Finn
consult , two Finnish organizations) , 
working under the supervision of the 
Ministry for Water Development of 
Kenya. The recipe for the success 
achieved so far? The determination of 
the Kenyan and Finnish Governments 
to cooperate in rural development; 
an annual investment of some US 

. $2.2 million; a team of 200 to 300 
project workers composed of Kenyan 
nationals; emphasis on thorough pre
liminary investigation ; programmed 
development in prospecting for water; 
and the vital ingredient, a high level of 
community involvement. 

The project area 
Covering an area of 3,650 km2 (ap

proximately half the total surface of 
Western Province), and with a popula
tion density of 250/km2

, the project 
area is home to some 0.9 million 
people , although this figure is ex
pected to reach 1. 7 million by the year 
2005. With an average per capita 
income of US $250, about 40 per cent 
of the national average, Western Pro
vmce ranks seventh among Kenya's 
eight provinces in economic terms . 
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The chief source of income is agricul
ture-maize , cotton, cassava , sugar and 
tea being the principal crops-and 
most farming plots are small, few cov
ering more than a hectare. The annual 
rainfall is 1,000-2,000 mm. with mean 
minimum temperatures of 14-16°C 
and maximum temperatures of 26- . 
30°C. Although most of the area 
lies at an altitude of 1,200-1,300 m ., 

In this part of Kenya, springs represent the 
most reliable form of safe water supply. 
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the slopes of Mount Elgon reach 
2,000 metres above sea level. The 
area benefits from 20 health centres, 
and 650 schools. 

Before the project began , 99 per 
cent of the population relied on rivers, 
springs , a few private wells and, of 
course, rainwater during the rainy sea
son for their water supply. This some
times involved carrying water for sev
eral kilometres during the dry season. 
For traditional reasons, the ground 
water resources were virtually unex
ploited, although an investigation car
ried out over a two-year period 
showed them to be plentiful. It was 
decided to construct three types of 
waterpoint: spring protection (about 

200 a year); hand-dug handpump 
wells, typically shallower than 
10 metres (150 a year); and drilled 
handpump wells , average depth 
60 metres (a further 150 each year). 
Shallow wells are usually lined with 
concrete culverts , manufactured at a 
central location to facilitate quality 
control, and transported to the con
struction site by a vehicle of the Pro
ject fleet consisting of 20 Land Rov
ers, two pick-up trucks , five lorries, 20 
motorcycles and 50 bicycles. For the 
centres within the Project area , com
pact piped schemes are constructed or 
rehabilitated and, whenever feasible , 
solar-power tested. 

Community participation 
A term widely used in development 

jargon, " community participation " is 
difficult to implement successfully, 
and nearly always more expensive and 
time-consuming than was hoped. Yet 
it is a vital factor in development, since 
it is the most cost-effective method of 
transferring technology to the target 
population . How is it being achieved 
in this region? 

The Project area comprises part of 
four Districts, 28 Locations, and 144 
Sublocations. Well before construc
tion begins in a given area, the local 
administration is informed of the 
number of new water points allocated 
to that area for the coming year. 
Armed with this information , the local 
leaders decide , together with the peo
ple , on a priority list of water points . 
The number of meetings required be
fore all the problems can be ironed out 
is sometimes astonishing. In 1983-
1984, for example, the Community 
Participation Personnel , comprising 
about twenty people , arranged no 
fewer than 1,500 meetings at village 
level , with an average attendance of 
almost 100 persons. Tangible indi-
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cators of the success of community 
participation are in short supply, yet so 
far the results are encouraging. Al
most all of the 900 handpump wells so 
far constructed have a well committee , 
whose responsibility is to keep the well 
area clean and to pay the bills for its 
maintenance. The committee receives 

Mr Timo Vuori is Project Mana
ger of the KEFINCO project in Kaka
mega, Kenya. 

information concerning the recom
mended unit prices for spare parts , 
labour and transport, and at the end of 
1985 80 per cent of all the mainte
nance bills had been settled by the 
consumers . 

Where a hand-dug well is to be 
constructed , the consumers are re
sponsible for digging down to ground
water level , under the supervision of 
the Project team , after which one of 
the 20 local contractors trained under 
the Project completes the well with 
materials transported to the site. If a 
spring protection is to be built , con
sumers must themselves collect stones 
and other building materials, and 
where a drilled well is to be introduced 
the necessary mud pit is dug by the 
local community. And in most cases it 
all works very well . 
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Construction of a water point 
usually begins within six to eight 
weeks of the initial contact being 
made. As soon as the physical struc
tures are ready , education of the 
consumer begins . The Project has in
vested heavily in providing informa
tion : training materials on water pros
pecting, presence of water in nature , 
well construction , handpumps and 
their maintenance, health education 
etc. are being continuously developed. 

A great attraction has been the 
mobile film unit, which has drawn 
audiences of up to one thousand peo
ple. One film , " Water and Health ", 
has already been shown to no fewer 
than 60,000 people since August 
1986. 

Manufacture 
and maintenance 

Local manufacture of handpumps 
began in 1983 when the first India 
Mk II was completed at the Western 
College for Arts and Applied Sci
ences, Kakamega. Currently, all the 
deep-well pumps required by the 
Project (150 per year) are produced 
locally. Obviously, local . manufacture 
offers big advantages over importa
tion: prompt modification, continuous 
development, flexible delivery, gener
ation of employment , and technology 
transfer . 

A hand-dug well under construction : the 
villagers will no longer need to walk miles for 
this water. 
Photo WHOfT. Vuori 

A mobile maintenance unit , em
ploying motor vehicles , is not only far 
too costly as a long-term solution to 
the problem of servicing ; it also leaves 
the initiative of the local people un
tapped . With this in mind , the Project 
has introduced a decentralised main
tenance team, composed for the most 
part of local bicycle mechanics , who 
are responsible for servicing some 200 
handpump wells . The repairers travel 
by bicycle, servicing pumps and send
ing their bills directly to the local well 
committee. Of course , considerable 
training , development of tools and 
screening of candidates are all re
quired before the scheme can work 
smoothly, but the results are en
couraging. Experience has shown that 
even in this motorised age the decen
tralised team can match the perform
ance of their car-operated counter
parts. After all, the handpump re
pairer is as close as the nearest bicycle 
shop! 

Several factors have contributed to 
the high degree of success achieved so 
far by the Kenya-Finland Rural Water 
Development Project : 
• The two governments involved have 

been able to implement the terms of 
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the agreement ever since the begin
ning in 1981. The financing of the 
Project has been based on realistic 
cost estimates . 

• The Investigation and Planning 
Phase (1981-1983) involved a suffi
cient amount of testing , both in 
drilling and construction (200 wells) , 
to enable quick launching of the 
implementation phase . The test 
programme represented a fair in
crease ( 40 ,000) in the population 
with access to a water supply. Peo
ple gained a clear picture of what 
they could expect. 

• Operation and maintenance were 
aspects of water supply which were 
accorded high priority from the 
outset. 

• Careful monitoring of other rural 
water projects, such as the UNDP 

South Coast Handpumps Testing 
Project , has yielded up-to-date in
formation on recent developments 
in pumps as well as maintenance 
equipment. 

• A flexible combination of both the 
old and the new in investigation and 
construction favours the quest for 
affordable, yet operational tech
nology. 

• No product, simple or sophisticated , 
can survive if the consumer is not 
interested. Where consumer de
mand for water supply was low , 
promotional measures were under
taken. 

• A safe water supply costs money. 
Consumers are induced to pay for 
the upkeep of their water supply , 
but will only do so when they are 
convinced they are obtaining value 
for money. 

• A lifespan of about twenty years 
was assumed for the project since it 
was considered that a generation is 
needed for the transfer of technol
ogy to be completed . 

The transition from centralised 
handpump maintenance to village
based responsibility for the repair and 
upkeep of installations is a slow and 
often costly procedure. Yet it must be 
remembered that money spent on 
promoting community involvement is , 
in the long run , money well spent-it is 
an investment in greater independence 
and jmproved health. • 
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Each well has its committee, whose members are trained to know that regular 
maintenance is essential for any water supply system. 
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