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.Arbor Ldb-s Inhpi;ove Public Health
by Improving Water Quality

alawian Mary Tchawango beams a
broad smile and her dark eyes glitter
when she talks about her toilet. The
57-year-old wife and mother of four has a right to be proud.
Her approximately $8 (USD) investment, which accounts for
more than two weeks of her income, alleviated the embarrassment
of asking neighbors to allow her, her husband and her children to
use their pit latrines. Furthermore, it has dramatically improved
the family’s status in the village and they believe their health
as well.
Perhaps even more impressive, the Tchawango family’s
simple loo actually improves the environment and leads to
behaviors that benefit the quality of local water sources.

The domino effect

The Tchawangos live in a modest home in ever-sprawling
Chikwawa, Malawi. Their previous pit latrine was no longer
usable. So for two years, the family relied upon a neighbors’ pit
latrine.

During that time, her children (despite her admonishment)
often relieved themselves openly. This habit potentially spread
disease and increased the possibility of bacterial contamination in
nearby water points where residents collected drinking water.

“Children in developing nations are often afraid of pit toilets,
particularly in Africa,” said Ned Breslin, Chief Executive Officer of
Water For People, a nonprofit organization that works in Malawi.
The organization promotes sustainable water and sanitation
solutions based on westernized public utility models.

“Traditional pit latrines usually consist of a few wooden
poles covered in mud over a large pit. They are unstable, hard
to clean, the wood rots and they can collapse while people are
using them. Imagine being rightly afraid to use a toilet because
you might fall into the pit.”
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As aresult, the overall health of the community
can decline as sanitation solutions are avoided
at a young age. Not only are poor sanitation
and hygiene major contributors to diarrheal disease, but open
defecation and unstable deep-pit latrines can contaminate
groundwater supplies and may even harm ‘improved’ water
sources if the source has a weakness or leak.

Hooked on sanitation

When one of the Tchawango daughters brought home a
pamphlet from school that promoted the concept of a movable,
ground-level latrine, the family immediately gravitated toward
the idea.

Arbor loos are simple: a small concrete slab with a hole is
placed over a shallow pit, usually no more than a meter deep.
Families use the latrines, adding soil and ash after each use to
help transform the waste into productive compost.

This action also promotes hand washing and helps improve
health, because people are inclined to wash the ash from their
hands. When the pit is full, the family simply removes the concrete
slab and puts it over another shallow pit.

The pit that was previously used and is now full and is
ready for a new job—it is the perfect place to plant a tree. Trees,
especially banana, thrive in previously used pit latrines. Many of
the banana trees that dot the countryside in Malawi are actually
on abandoned pit latrines.

Sanitation advantages

The arbor loo has six real advantages. First, children are not
afraid to use arbor loos because the pit is shallow and the slabs are
well constructed. Water For People has supported toddler latrines
that are arbor loos for children ages two through seven.

The children also love to show off their trees when they are
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The inside of
an arbor loo.

visited. This is significant, as toddlers who learn to use toilets will have this key behavior
ingrained at an early age.

Secondly, as it builds healthy sanitary behaviors in children, they pass the lessons
onto their parents and family. This improves the child’s health, the family’s health
and the health of those living nearby who are affected by unsanitary conditions and
contaminated water supply.

Thirdly, typical pit latrines require a fair amount of construction and are prone to
collapse if unlined. The arbor loo, however, is shallow, the slab is easily moved, the pits
can be dug in less than an hour and they can last six to 12 months.

Fourthly, arbor loos help families transform their environments. Fruit-bearing,
fodder and shade trees can change a landscape, add quality food to a family’s diet and
even provide food for animals.

Fifthly, there is evidence in some parts of the world of deteriorating water quality
due to deep-pit latrines. Approximately 80 percent of low-income, peri-urban populations
in developing countries use groundwater for drinking water.!

There are two possible routes for waste contamination to
pollute groundwater sources in these settings: either via poorly
protected wellheads or via another point-of-entry in the aquifer
such as a leaking latrine or sewer and the subsequent transport of
this contamination through the groundwater into the well.?

Both routes have regularly been associated with the
contamination of groundwater.>* Water quality in some parts of
the world can be protected with arbor loos because the pits are
so shallow.

Sixthly, according to research by Peter Morgan, the originator
of the arbor loo, families that receive an arbor loo typically cut
recurring bouts of diarrhea by roughly 50 percent. Families reduce
the amount of money they spend on visits to the clinic and they
also have potential for shade on their compound or the added
nutritional value of fruit from a tree.

Water Conditioning & Purification

SEPTEMBER 2009




Health impact

According to the World Health Organization, “Simple
solutions exist that work in the poor urban and rural communities
which are most affected. The economics add up: for every dollar,
ruan or rupee invested, there are benefits that can, on average,
be valued at nine times as much. Those benefits stack up for
children, households and communities in the poor urban and
rural communities that need them most.”

The Tchawango family and nearby residents are on the road
to improved health thanks to their arbor loo. Unfortunately
though, according to the 2008 Joint Monitoring Report (JMP)
produced by WHO and UNICEF, an estimated 2.5 billion people
globally suffer from inadequate sanitation.

The JMP further estimates that poor quality and limited
quantity contribute to high rates of water-related diseases. These
diseases reportedly kill more than 6,000 people each day, mostly
children.

Considerable effort is being made to address these water
quality and sanitation challenges. Many, like the Tchawango
family, are playing their parts with the help of the arbor loo.
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About Water For People
& Founded in 1991, Water For People is a nonprofit international
development organization that supports safe drinking water and sanita-
tion projects in developing countries. The organization partners with
communities, local governments and other non-governmental organi-
zations to help people improve their quality of life by supporting the
development of locally sustainable drinking water resources, improved
sanitation facilities and hygiene education programs. Water For People
supports communities with professional development advice, financial
support and volunteer technical services. Typical technologies employed
include protected spring-fed community water systems, gravity-fed
systems, wells with hand pumps, latrine construction, operator train-
ing and hygiene education. Water For People is currently working in
Latin America, Africa and Asia. In 2008, the organization supported
the provision of safe and sustainable drinking water resources benefiting
91,722 people in the developing world, sanitation facilities benefiting
92,983 and hygiene education benefiting 153,843 people. Learn more
about Water For People and its innovative water and sanitation programs
at www.waterforpeople.org.

Construction of
an arbor loo.

" An arbor loo pit with a planted tree, being
usetl as a-hand-washing station so that the
runoff also waters the vegetation.
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