Against the odds: How Manera became the first ODF village in Homa Bay 
by Philip Otieno, Plan International, Kenya
Manera community has become the community in the greater part of Southern Nyanza in Kenya to have been declared Open Defecation Free (ODF).  This was not an easy or quick process – it took more than a year from the time of the triggering in September 2008. However, the CLTS committee and the community persevered and will be celebrating their achievements on the 25th February 2010. 

About Manera

Manera is made up of four villages, namely Oria, Kangwe, Saka Ooro and Owuor Jowi. The villages are sparsely populated with a total population of 4,000 people covering 16km sq.
The dominant language spoken is Dholuo, which is a language of the Luo ethnic community. Most of the people are peasant farmers, who depend on subsistence farming for survival. Some of the crops grown include Maize, millet, sorghum, groundnuts, beans and sweet potatoes. Cotton is also grown as a cash crop by a few people. More recently butternut was introduced and is gaining popularity as both a commercial crop and a subsistence crop.

The weather is generally hot most of the year with an average temperature of 30 degree centigrade. The area experiences conventional rainfall as it is very close to Lake Victoria. It is about 5 KMs to the Lake. The community’s main source of water is a borehole, a seasonal stream and an unprotected spring.

The main causes of mortality are malaria, diarrhea, measles, pneumonia and HIV/AIDS.
The sanitation situation in Manera

Before the CLTS trigger, rampant open defecation was the order of the day. Previous attempts to stop this practice through government decrees did not yield any sustained positive results. People constructed latrines mainly to please the authorities and to escape punishment by the then dreaded provincial administration led by the local chiefs. These actions therefore could not lead to sustained latrine use, or the creation of an open defecation free environment. 
Community Led Total Sanitation (CLTS) triggering was carried out in this community on 8th September 2008. At that time, in the entire community there were only 9 homesteads with functional latrines, out of a total of 83 homesteads. Since then the number of the homesteads has increased to 103. All these homesteads now have functional latrines.
ODF verification was done in the month of December 2009. This verification was done by a team composed of natural leaders and government officials from different parts of the district. Upon satisfaction that Manera community had met all the conditions for an ODF, they were awarded ODF status and this is what has led to the celebration that will be held on 25th February 2010.
The long journey to ODF: challenges for CLTS in Manera
The journey to ODF status was not an easy one. It was full of pitfalls, daunting challenges and sheer frustrations. Many factors seemed to conspire against the community and this explains why it took them such a long time to become ODF. 
Challenge 1: Black Cotton Soil

One of the most challenging factors was the treacherous nature of black cotton soil which has a habit of sliding during the rainy seasons. The whole area is covered with black cotton soil. During the rainy season many latrines would simply collapse and the owners would either have to reconstruct or slide back to open defecation. 
There were incidents where some people had to reconstruct their latrines about three or four times within a time frame of three months. This led some people to despair after such nasty experiences. It was a sad story listening to the disappointments people had to endure in order to stop open defecation. Some of them openly asked for subsidy (slabs) as the only sure way they could put up durable latrines that will enable them become ODF. However, the message of “no-subsidy” had to be used consistently, no matter how unpopular it sounded.

Fortunately the CLTS committee in the community never gave up! They persevered and remained focused even when it was very tempting to throw in the towel. They continued to remind the people of the original objective of why they set out to construct latrines, and it would therefore be meaningless to give up before they had realized it. One Charles Agoro captures the mood of many people when he said that, “I almost gave up constructing new latrines because they would collapse after a short while. The apparent benefit of having a latrine is what kept going”. In the course of time, the community has learnt to cope with this problem by constructing modest latrines that do not cost them much to put up. Most of the latrines have superstructures made from mud and sticks, others are just makeshifts made from banana leaves and old iron sheets cobbled together.
Challenge 2: HIV/AIDS

The community is part of the greater Homa bay district which has one of the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence in Kenya. It has a prevalence rate of 20%, against a national prevalence rate of 7%. HIV/AIDS has therefore adversely affected the community, contributing to high numbers of orphans, widows and widowers. This has no doubt exacerbated the poverty levels and placed a huge social-economic burden on the community. This situation also slowed down the uptake of CLTS. A cultural dimension also cropped up with regard to widows as women are culturally inhibited from digging pits. It therefore took a while for elderly women and widows to have a decent latrine of their own. This was especially so for women who did not have close male relatives living with them in the same compound. Gradually this situation became a recognized problem within the community. The CLTS committee worked closely with the volunteers to ensure that such disadvantaged women were supported to construct latrines.
Challenge 3: Conducive environment for open defecation
Another challenging situation came in the form that the area is sparsely populated with many bushes and vegetation providing a conducive environment for open defecation. It therefore took some time to bring every one on board to support an open defecation free environment. This was epitomized by a perception that it was more convenient defecating in the open than in a latrine. Some people were not prepared to forego the “comfort” and “fresh air” enjoyed as one defecated in the open. This was illustrated by a person who remarked that, “open defecation is enjoyable as you have plenty of fresh air and you don’t feel confined as it happens in a latrine”. This kind of mind set has changed dramatically in Manera. After using latrines consistently for several months now, nobody wants to go back to the bush. During one the community meetings, a village elder, Nyakwaka Nyapoya said that, “When you get accustomed to using a latrine, its very embarrassing to go back and defecate in the open”. He was supported by all other people who attended the meeting. 
Reaping the rewards:

Other than the dignity and privacy offered by using a latrine, members of the community also mentioned the health benefits that accompany the use of latrines. The following were some of the catchy quotations that they made;
“When you came to our village to introduce CLTS, you really disgusted me when you brought faeces to the meeting. You looked like a mad man! But now I know that you truly cared about our health”. Esther Okumu

“Our village is very clean. It is free from bad smell and faeces. As a result we are healthy and incidents of diarrhea have greatly reduced”. Grace Otieno

“Cleanliness  equals good health. I thank you people for helping us realize how we were killing ourselves with our own shit”. Walter Oyugi
Ripple effects: spread to neighbouring communities

One remarkable thing about this community is that they have been able to attain ODF status with very little external assistance. The process was led by the CLTS committee formed after the trigger. They are the ones who have generally spearheaded the course of action up to its conclusion. Their success has had a ripple effect on the neighboring communities. For example one of the neighboring villages called Rambusi has felt positively challenged by the example set by Manera. Rambusi is one of the first villages where CLTS trigger was done in Homabay. They started off on a high note and promised to become ODF within three months. However, after a few weeks the momentum fizzled out and they went back to “business as usual”, and open defecation continued unabated. Since Manera became ODF, things have changed, and they are now rebuilding their latrines, and constructing new ones for those who never had them before.
Other neighboring villages like Omako Koth and Malela have also embarked on latrine construction even without going through the CLTS trigger. The Manera story has become a source of inspiration to many!

For further information, contact Philip Otieno Philip.Otieno@plan-international.org 

1

