Plan Sierra Leone

CLTS- The Path to Community Empowerment

Open defecation ( OD) is widely practiced throughout Sierra Leone, particularly in rural areas, where most people defecate in the bush. Combined with poor knowledge and use of hygienic practices, open defecation has negative health and social impacts on communities, particularly in terms of diseases such as diarrhoea and cholera, which are contracted through feacal- oral transmission. Indiscriminate disposal and open defecation leads to environmental contamination, pollutes open water sources and wells (through surface run off) and leads to productivity losses through increased numbers of sick days for both children and adults. For more than a decade, all latrines constructed with Plan Sierra Leone funds have been in schools and some children have not been using the facilities because they are outsider designed, prescribed and emphasis is laid heavily on latrine construction rather than collective hygiene behaviour change. 
Plan Sierra Leone is now working with communities to eradicate open defaecation through an empowerment process with a view to achieving the MDG on Sanitation and changing negative sanitation behaviour. In  February 2008, Plan Staff, Kamal Kar and some Partners facilitated Community Led Total Sanitation(CLTS) processes in communities in Port Loko and Moyamba Program Areas and triggered immediate change in behaviour towards open defaecation. The CLTS draws on participatory tools to help communities assess and analyze the harmful effects of Open Defecation (OD) and experience feelings of shame, disgust and fear. This consequently leads to immediate construction and use of latrines without Plan subsidy in the form of material and financial support. In three months, three villages in Port Loko ( Kalangba, Robat and Mateti) and one in Moyamba( Mokeifima) achieved an Open Defecation Free (ODF) Status as every household has constructed a latrine, something which they had never bothered to have. They had huge celebrations to mark their ODF Status and this motivated people from other villages who witnessed to copy the practice of using latrines instead of the bush, by the streams or in the fields. 

In these four villages, incidences of diarrhea in children have remarkably decreased and women especially have moved up the sanitation ladder by cleaning their compounds every week and practicing washing of hands after using the latrine, before feeding their children, food preparation and consumption. Some are also consciously making effort to carefully dispose of infant waste and clean water storage containers. Other families have build racks for drying of pans, plates, cups etc. The community leaders have passed bye-laws banning Open Defaecation. Pa Idrissa Sesay who is Headman of Kalangba village, told Plan that if anyone is caught defecating in the open, he/she is fined a thousand leones . No child or adult is allowed to defecate in the bush, by streams or behind their houses anymore. In Mokeifima, the Women’s leader, when addressing a huge gathering during their celebrations said “ Plan has helped build our self-esteem and ‘cover’ the shame of defaecating in the bush. Before this time, our in-laws, brothers and even children sometimes caught us defaecating in the bushes and would see our bottoms. It is really embarrassing, we are free now and happy that we built our own latrines’. The children in Mokeifima do daily monitoring to ensure people stop using the bush to defaecate. When asked how they do this, the children’s leader said “ we blow whistles when we catch people doing it in the bush and sometimes we place a flag with the person’s name written on it on top of the shit. Nobody wants this kind of embarrassment so they have stopped the unhygienic practice”. 

The people have designed and built their own latrines. They have experienced a feeling of confidence, freedom and proud of their achievements. They have also realized the power of collective local action. CLTS in Plan Sierra Leone is an opportunity and an entry point for triggering other community led development initiatives. Plan will continue to support communities in their effort to make a difference in the lives of children. Communities have all it takes to make things happen- they have the power and the will. So far, a total of 63 CLTS latrines have been constructed in Port Loko and Moyamba and 30 more are going to be completed in June 2008. Thanks to the Open Defaecation Free Programme, the people have done it !
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