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Having learnt a lot from Malda and Cooch Behar about scaling up the CLTS approach, we started a 

pilot in the district of Bankura in West Bengal. There was this theory in the state, much promoted by 

an agency implementing the national sanitation programme in the adjoining district of Purulia, that 

while the CLTS approach worked in the districts of Malda and Cooch Behar, it would not work in the 

twin districts of Bankura and Purulia. People would simply not be able to construct their latrines on 

their own in these backward[sic] districts and that people in these dry districts would not want to carry 

water for use in their latrines and thus usage of latrines cannot be guaranteed. West Bengal is the 

state that pioneered the delivery of latrines through agencies as in Nadia and another 4 districts have 

achieved the ODF status using the delivery approach.  

In Malda, it was felt strategic as well as logical that people did not have to complete both the pits, a 

master chamber could be connected to a second pit as decided by the user anytime before the  first 

pit filled up. The sub-structure including the raised platform and a pan connected through a water seal 

to the master chamber was non-negotiable, however people could use any local material they 

preferred to construct the superstructure. Users would over time attain matured sanitation behaviour 

and would ensure the operation, maintenance and up-gradation of their facilities to eventually 

permanent assets. The district is likely to achieve an ODF status later this year and a whole range of 

latrines are being constructed with mostly semi-permanent [ thatch, polymer sheets, GI sheets etc.] 

and a few with permanent superstructures [brick  masonry walls and a door]. Malda is also vulnerable 

to natural hazards particularly floods. 

In keeping with the demand for target dates for “x” Gram Panchayats[GPs] to achieve the ODF status, 

households in certain GPs, were also  supported with construction materials and labour. 

The construction of a latrine with a concrete sub-structure with one or two leach pits and with a 

temporary super structure ensured two things. One, less dependence on masons and two, a relatively 

quick period in which the latrine could be installed and readied for use. In an ordinary circumstance, 

a community of 25-50 households could be facilitated to construct and use their latrines within a 

period of 60 days.  

   
Pictures of latrines constructed in Malda. [ Note the finish of the sub- structure and superstructure]  



In Cooch Behar, it was argued that while the sub-structure was not negotiable, as far as possible a 

permanent superstructure would be desirable. In the district of Cooch Behar, construction of safe 

sanitation units was undertaken by the respective Gram Panchayats on behalf of their communities. 

Households paid an upfront contribution and the office of the Gram Panchayat , provided construction 

materials and manpower in the form of volunteers and masons to complete the construction of the 

sub-structure [including leach pits] & superstructure. And while a few households did construct their 

latrines with permanent superstructures, the majority of the latrines were constructed with traditional 

materials [ thatch, bamboo, polythene sheets etc.].  The involvement of the Gram panchayats and 

flexibility in the construction of latrines allowed communities to be declared ODF in a relatively short 

period. 

The district aspires  to be declared ODF by the end of  April 2017. 

   
 

 

 

Pictures of latrines constructed in Cooch Behar [range of materials used for superstructure also includes single leach pits]   

This approach, sufficed the district’s strategy to achieve the ODF status in a short period and people 

are reportedly satisfied with the latrines that they have constructed for themselves. There have been 

unverified reports of collapse of the latrine floor, due to hurried construction and improper 

compaction of the sub-structure infill.  

 



Although the BLS 2012 for Bankura, indicated that 40 % of the households had latrines in their 

homesteads and were assumed to be using them, a very high proportion of the households particularly 

in the rural areas, defecated in the open. About 16 of the 22 blocks, had a single digit base line 

coverage of latrines. The district administration decided to use the CLTS approach, almost sceptically 

in one of the blocks [HIRBANDH] with single digit base line coverage. The district administration was 

very clear that they wanted latrines to be constructed, complete with a permanent superstructure 

and meeting the technical specifications prescribed by the state government. No temporary 

superstructure and no single pits – the DM was very specific. No discussions on behaviour change and 

the size and specifications of the latrines was encouraged. 

Government approved contractors had constructed a few latrines, all of which were not in use[ 

pictures below]. 

   
 

Bankura district is to the west of Kolkata and has a dry climate. The population density is about 434 

per SQKM and the open fields and forests have been traditionally used for defecation. The district is 

also identified as a backward district [ having suffered from Maoist insurgency] and is part of the 

Government of west Bengal’s special plans for development. People in this district receive special 

subsidies and incentives for almost everything and as one high ranking administrator put it- these 

people receive everything from the Government from birth till death and he saw no reason why they 

would construct their latrines on their own. 

The responses following triggering was however encouraging- most mentioned during and after 

triggering that none had ever discussed sanitation with them and the reason why they continued to 

defecate in the open. Communities responded that they understood the impact of their habits and 

realized that they would have to adopt safe sanitation practices and use latrines to defecate.  

Accordingly, a model of a latrine measuring 4’ x 4’ , with twin pits and a 3” / 5 “thick masonry wall was 

proposed. This specification would cost households about RS. 8,000.00 and could be completed in 

about 45 days, taking into consideration availability of time and resources. 

However, when people started their constructions, we were pleasantly surprised to see that almost 

all households laid the foundations for a complete toilet unit with a latrine and a bathing space. The 

average size of the toilets were 4’ x 8’ and some households had even larger units consisting of 

individual latrine and bathing units. The people in Bankura [as elsewhere] have the practice of 

defecating near water bodies and then completing their ablutions and bath in the water body. Taking 

a bath after defecation is thus a social and cultural norm. Our latrine model, did not take this into 

account, but people had internalised the issue and designed their constructions to accommodate a 

critical sanitation and cleanliness issue themselves.  

Now while this was a wonderful situation, as this ensured an additional degree of sustainability of use, 

it put us in a problem. We had a contract with a defined timeline and costs, the construction of large 



toilets complete with a 10” masonry wall required the services of masons and households were 

desirous of engaging masons they knew and as communities after communities began their 

construction, the demand for masons spiked resulting in very slow progress in completion of 

constructions and the achievement of the ODF status. While this hurts us financially, we are 

encouraged by the communities feeling of self-worth and are committed to facilitate them to achieve 

the highest quality o asset creation and behaviour change. We have requested for a time extension 

and expect to have the entire block with about 18,000 households declared ODF by the end of July, 

2017. 

The people of Hirbandh have surpassed our expectations with the quality of the toilets being 

constructed, never has such large numbers of toilets [ latrine + bathing unit] been constructed 

anywhere in West Bengal or for that matter in India. These are our permanent assets and we want 

them to reflect our status and identity. People have expressed themselves in their constructions 

through their choice of size, layout, pans, doors, colours, internal and external rendering etc. Almost 

all households have plans to fix a light and internal plumbing as the Government sponsored piped 

water supply programme approaches completion. The quality of the constructions and their impact 

on sustainability has raised the CLTS bar. This is the benchmark and our next interventions, aspires to 

surpass this. 

  

  



  

  

  



  

  

  



  

  

  



 


