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Note:  Terry Wolfer and I are colleagues at the University of South Carolina – Terry is a Professor of Social Work in the College of Social work while I am a Research Associate Professor in the Earth Sciences and Resources Institute.  The main story of our CLTS (ad)venture is in the article that Terry and I wrote for the forthcoming issue of PLA Notes on CLTS in Africa: Amazi to amazzi: it’s not a Water Problem and I have tried not to duplicate what was already said.  

Since 2007, Terry Wolfer and I have been involved with several communities in the Buvuma Islands on Lake Victoria and we work with a small organization called Shepherd’s Heart International Ministries (SHIM) – a somewhat unique organization that is run and staffed by Ugandan nationals and Americans. Our initial interest was to address the issue of access to safe drinking water, but because of the extremely high bacterial concentrations I was measuring in the lake, especially where the communities were, we realized that sanitation was something we needed to address, but we had no idea how to do this.  All we knew was that all efforts at sanitation on the islands were based on communal pit latrines (donations by NGO’s or government led efforts); they were usually chronically undersized and, without exception, the facilities soon fell into disrepair and became either too dangerous or too disgusting to use. 

One evening, I listened to an interview by Rose George on our National Public Radio (NPR) and I was so fascinated by Ms. George’s approach to the issue of human waste that I went and bought the book (The Big Necessity: The Unmentionable World of Human Waste and why it matters) the next day because I sensed that the solution to some of our problems lay in the book.  The book is full of fascinating chapters that deal with the varying aspects of sanitation, but many of the ideas just seemed to be too reliant on technology, resources and outside expertise, all of which are in short supply on the islands. The eighth chapter, named “Open Defecation-Free India”, however, caught my attention more than the other chapters.  After reading the chapter, I was able to quickly find the CLTS website and download the manual.  This, incidentally, was the Sunday before Terry and I were to leave for Uganda (we left on Tuesday) in 2009.  It took about 15 minutes for Terry to read the material and to conclude that this was really worth using in the islands (Terry had done some participatory work with the SHIM staff the previous year and this was well received), so armed with a printout of the CLTS handbook, we boarded the plane for Uganda.  We were able to discuss a few thoughts and ideas in the plane and had about 48 hours to work through a training plan for our SHIM counterparts – the (water and) sanitation team was composed of Ugandan nationals only.  We used about a day to introduce the concept to the sanitation team.  
One of the issues was the use of the word “shit” or in Lugana, amazi which is extremely offensive (a lot more shocking than shit would be in today’s American culture); another issue was the directness of the CLTS approach – not something done in polite society, whether in Uganda, the USA or Europe.  Nevertheless, there was sufficient appeal in the approach, the humor, the “hair-in-the-shit-in-the-water” demonstration and the “goo calculation” to arouse some cautious optimism from the team.

Terry and I elected to do the presentation to the first community and for the SHIM staff to be the interpreters.  It was not without some trepidation that we faced our first Ugandan audience!  The first community meeting looked like it was going to be a disaster because we lost most of the folks in the first exercise, namely walk of shame.  My inclination was to cut our losses, terminate the meeting and to regroup, but Terry insisted on pressing on.  As the community mapping exercise progressed under Terry’s guidance, we started to see people drift back to the meeting and we soon saw the interaction (banter, laughter, arguing and calling the community leaders to account, etc.).  Once we (myself and the rest of the SHIM team) witnessed for ourselves the sort of interest the discussion generated, the rest of the session (goo calculation, anus-to-mouth pathways, etc.) went a lot smoother.  The reaction to our first presentation was closer to a wet matchbox than anything else.  The greatest value of that first near-failure was that we were able to convince our colleagues that the guys who wrote the handbook knew what they were talking about.  Once we were able to cross this important hurdle, it was a matter of a few days before Terry and I were able to sit back and watch our Ugandan friends do a masterful CLTS intervention.  A year later, we still need to remind the sanitation team to remember some of the principles namely:
a. No financial assistance (i.e., subsidy)

b. Shocking terminology (e.g., shit)

c. End the meeting unless people express a desire to do something

d. Point out the ways they are “eating their neighbors shit”

e. Watch for and encourage natural leaders in the group

f. Plan early follow up to “keep the ball rolling”

The bottom line for us (i.e., folks that did not ourselves do CLTS training) was that the manual really works and that sticking to the playbook will yield results.
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