IMPRESSIONS FROM HOMA BAY VISIT (JUNE 24-25, 2010)

By Tatiana Thieme, University of Cambridge

Rambusi ODF celebration: We pielo ka dhiang kamora amora ma iwuothe Piel e choo
Basic statistics

According to the assistant chief, 3 years ago everyone in the community practiced open defecation (OD). There were piles of shit everywhere, forcing one to look down at every step for fear of stepping in shit. But people were used to OD, and they didn’t question it. The assistant chief admitted that the only reason he thought change was necessary was because he had the chance to live and work in Nairobi for a time following his childhood years spent in Rambusi. He became assistant chief upon his return from Nairobi, about when Plan came in to start the CLTS triggering. 

Back in the day, there were only 6 latrines for 109 homesteads. Now there are 156 latrines, 146 plate racks, 102 clothes lines, and 109 rubbish pits. These examples were given to highlight “all aspects of hygiene”, and as the chief of North Kanyamwa stated, “the community is now a role model in maintaining hygiene and sanitation”. 

Culture and behavior change
During the transect walk in Rambusi, I asked the assistant chief what he thought the main challenges were regarding sanitation practices before CLTS. He said it was, “poverty and culture”. In the theatre skits that were later performed, one scene perhaps echoed the assistant chief’s remark on culture. A man sees and smells lots of shit in his boma (homestead) and explains, “I must have a large and well-fed family!” In other words, what seems, from the outside, as a health hazard and unsanitary living environment may have been considered a sign of prosperity and well-being. These dramatized caricatures of how things used to be showed us that people in Rambusi community were now laughing at, ridiculing in fact, the ways of the past. The most notable example was the scene of a woman who gets harassed for having defecated in the open, forced by a series of angry community members to take her shit and carry it home. As the assistant chief concluded during the transect walk, “there is a new culture”, one that presumably has incorporated a discourse of hygiene and usafi (cleanliness/sanitation) into the local customs. Proudly, one of the elders/community health workers stated that in the last 4 months there had been no cases of cholera (a rarity during rainy season) and anecdotal evidence of fewer diarrheal cases in the community. 

During our 2 days in Homa Bay, we learned about the cultural aspects of CLTS amongst the Rambusi (Luo) community. What emerged was that the norms regarding sanitation and kinship were not as much an issue when open defecation was the main practice of bodily relief. However, once the building and use of latrines became a reality, the belief systems concerning space, bodily practices and kinship ties, were critical to the implementation phase. For instance, if in a boma (homstead) there is a daughter-in-law, she cannot use the same latrine facility as her father-in-law. So in one homestead, there may be various latrines to serve different households. My question is whether this phenomenon applies in the urban low-income settlements: for instance, does a married woman resort to OD, a flying toilet or a “Kasuku” moment (shitting in a plastic pot) in order to avoid using the shared toilet in her residential compound if her father-in-law accesses that toilet? 

Hand-washing with soap: behavior and cost considerations

The signs on trees around the school compound included general statements such as, “Ensure a clean environment” and “Malaria kills. Clean all the mosquito breeding groups.” But it also included the following:

“Wash your hands with soap and water each time after using the latrine”

As one person remarked during the post-ODF celebration reflections, 

“Hand washing with soap has to be part of the process. How do we promote hygiene now that we have toilet coverage?” (June 24, 2010)

Whether it’s the NGO sector (e.g. Plan through CLTS), the development sector (e.g. UNICEF through Hand-washing campaign), or the corporate sector (e.g. UNILEVER’s LifeBuoy advertisement on “soap prevents disease”), the practice of hand-washing with soap is publicly and commercially strongly encouraged. Yet, according to research, Plan states that 85% of Kenyans do not wash their hands after going to the toilet. During the 10 months I’ve conducted my PhD field research in Nairobi, not once have I seen anyone wash their hands with soap (this includes during my homestays). The use of soap is used (according to my informants in Mlango Kubwa, Mathare, and Huruma) primarily for washing clothes and bathing once or twice a day. Soap is a commodity, it is not cheap, and for a family of 5-7 people, it goes fast. So the use of soap (as well as water) is used parsimoniously and selectively. According to one informant in Nairobi a large multi-purpose bar of soap costs 70 Shillings and lasts about a week (for a family of 5-7). 

Outside each of the pit latrines in Rambusi, there was a jerican of water for hand-washing. According to Philip from Plan, using ash mixed with water to wash hands is a good sanitizing/disinfecting option in the absence of soap. The question is whether this is a sustainable solution in low-income communities where soap is perhaps too expensive for hand-washing use, whether it should be actively encouraged, and whether it can be applied in the urban areas as well. Another question is how involved other players (such as government, development agencies and private sector) should be in this hand-washing campaign. What is clear, however, is that using ash and water is an example of a locally sourced, low-cost solution. 

Children and schools as entry-point

An obvious entry point is targeting schools, because 1) what is taught in schools trickles back to the community, and 2) children are often discriminated against when it comes to public toilets, particularly in the urban areas (often not allowed to use them and stigmatized for using them poorly).

In the past, toilets and the cleaning of toilets in schools have carried a negative connotation for children because cleaning toilets was a typical form of punishment. The key is to ensure that everyone in schools (including staff) cleans after themselves and feel comfortable cleaning toilets if it is part of a duty roster. 

Also, when it comes to young children, it might be worth reconsidering the language of CLTS. Talking about “shit” might make young children uncomfortable or worst, not enthusiastic about the issue. Are there ways to make CLTS (and ULTS) “fun” especially in the context of youth and schools? Some ideas could include creating “kid-friendly” names for shit or a fun song children can sing about sanitation. See the themes song composed for up-coming CCS documentary, “Usafi ni power”. 

Post-ODF celebration team reflections

· CLTS is a response to failure of subsidized interventions. The Rambusi event confirmed that the latrines were constructed with local materials and by local residence rather than “parachuted in”. The sense of ownership and pride attached to the structures was remarkable. 

· It was debated whether the figures of Ministry of Public Health regarding latrine coverage were accurate or faulty. According to the Homa Bay Plan office, in all places CLTS has been conducted in the Homa Bay area, latrine coverage was less then 10%, while the stats quoted by the Ministry of P.H. state over 50%. It will be important to interrogate those figures by asking how the research was conducted. 

· One question raised was whether the latrines were artificially well kept on the day of the Rambusi ODF celebration. Were community members putting on a show or where their latrines really that well maintained on any given day? Both Philip and Frank confirmed that the ODF celebration follows a series (about 3 months) of unannounced visits, until it is assessed that this community is ODF and can maintain that trend. So the ODF celebration is a confirmation of that continuity and a sort of amicable pressure to keep it up. Since it is also a public event, the celebration is witnessed by all community members and many visiting guests. 

· What are the indicators of success? Toilet coverage and use? Maintenance? It should be a combination of the two, both in the rural areas and in the urban. As Njenga pointed out on Friday during the meeting with the natural leaders, “If you don’t maintain your toilet, it can become just as dangerous as open defecation!”
· It took a year to convince the Ministry of Public Health to buy into CLTS as a vehicle for sanitation improvement. 
“The moment the government declares that this is the approach to be taken, and they buy into it, it won’t take more than 5 years to bring CLTS across Kenyan… However, it’s important to understand that you cannot equate CLTS with sanitation improvement across the board… CLTS works where you have humidity, where the smell disgusts you. Don’t think of brining CLTS to Turcana for example!” (Frank, June 25, 2010) 

In other words, CLTS applies in areas where there is settled land (or in the case of informal settlements in urban, where there are relatively settled residents and dwellings). 
· The role of government is key, but getting the in-field presence of the Ministry of Public Health and Sanitation has proven challenging in some cases such as Homa Bay due to staff shortages. It was noted, however, that the productivity of field visits shot up once motorbikes were available to public health officers. “The simple issue of mobility changes everything”. Also, government has apparently recently employed M&E officers to analyze data at the district and grassroots level. 
The dilemma concerning no subsidies

It was interesting to see that one of the school buildings was “donated by Plan International”. How did that impact the receptivity of the community? Was it a challenge for Plan to have one effort epitomize the traditional “NGO approach” (donation) while the other (CLTS) attest to a “no subsidy” approach? 

The challenge of the “no subsidy” motto was raised the following day during a meeting with various natural leaders from Homa Bay district. One outspoken mzee (elder) speaking on behalf of the other natural leaders mentioned that they needed “some assistance” after three years of dedicated commitment. Although he directly addressed the representative from Ministry of Public Health, these concerns were no doubt strategically directed to Plan as well. The mzee did mention that Plan had recently helped out with the provision of transport cost reimbursement, which has made a difference.  

A lot of donors are now promoting “sanitation marketing” (appropriate technologies/services that offer a sanitation benefit to the end-user). This comes at a time when development models are increasingly incorporating a market-based approach to meeting social ends. Furthermore, it is also clear that while CLTS has already been successful in various communities across Kenya, asking natural leaders to continue their efforts of advocacy and mobilization without any prospect of income generation might prove challenging in the years to come. Without a doubt, in the urban context, asking people to volunteer their time will be even more difficult, given that the typical farming lifestyle of the rural area which enables free time in the afternoon will not be the case in the urban settlements where people often don’t have a consistent stream of income. In the urban context the “hand to mouth” reality may impede certain natural leaders from engaging in volunteer work if they feel that the ULTS work prevents them from seeking other income generating opportunities. 

But one thing is for sure: As Joel Nkako from Ministry of Public Health said during the Friday morning meeting with the natural leaders, “Choo inasave money, na inasave time”. In other words, the efforts of natural leaders may be viewed as volunteer work without income, but it should also be considered a way of saving time and money—a preventive health care mechanism for the entire community. 

Joel continued, “be happy that you are working for your community, not waiting for government to solve the problems—you are saving money on dawa (medicine) and preventing disease!”
Frank added, “you are ambassadors of change in your communities. Let us change that mindset of yesteryears (NGO subsidies). We want everything that deals with community development to be community-led.”

Rural vs. urban

Rural and urban realities are often thought to be dramatically opposed. Yet, the norms, assumptions and behaviors in the rural context are often echoed in the urban context, not least because most people’s urban identities are entangled with a nostalgic connection to their native place outside the city. 

The rural context presents a certain clarity when it comes to research and community development projects alike. The units of analysis such as the village, the household, the homestead, and the community are often more easily definable in the rural areas. These same categories are much more complicated in the urban areas, where boundaries and the very concept of a land and residence are often fluid, relative, and contested. 

Something that struck me from the Rambusi ODF celebration was how integrated all the age groups were. The children, youth, mamas, wazee (elders) were all involved in the celebration. In the urban areas it is common to have youth, women and elders create separate associations (“community based organizations” or “self-help groups”). In the urban context, there are many events that are often organized and targeting particular age and interest groups. It is clear that when it comes to CLTS (or ULTS) everyone has to be triggered and involved in the implementation, education, and maintenance. The challenge in urban is finding the right time in the day and week when all these groups are available, or alternatively trigger the same community at different times of the day/week to ensure maximum coverage. 

Suggestions

Baseline study of health, hygiene and sanitation in the community prior to triggering. Followed with quarterly rapid impact appraisals combining a short survey questionnaire and semi-structured interviews with various members of the community. 

Idea of next T-Shirt

“Every good meal starts with KASUKU… Every good meal ENDS with KA- - - - SUKU!”
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