THE STORY OF THE EAST BALI POVERTY PROJECT

CLEAN WATER FROM APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY AND PARTICIPATION

By David Booth
The 1980s decade was declared by the United Nations  as ‘World Water Decade’. The commitment was that the basic right of clean water would be available to everyone in the world by 1990. Something went wrong! Today’s figures show that one quarter of the world’s population is still without safe drinking water and every eight seconds a child in the developing world will die from diseases caused by unsafe water.

The lush green island of Bali receives a plentiful supply of rain every year, but the mountainous village hamlets of Desa Ban have no water supply. The results of a 1998 survey by the East Bali Poverty Project (EBPP) indicated that 1700 families, in these remote communities, have to walk for between three and six hours, every day, along steep mountain tracks in order to collect their water from various trickling mountain springs. The accuracy of these figures is unsure, as not one of these villagers owns a watch and, because they are illiterate, they cannot count. Certainly, however, the average distance that most of the villagers have to walk to collect their water is three kilometres and they return with less than forty litres per trip.

The main source of water for these families is, therefore, rain. They collect it as it runs off the roofs of their tiny houses into large open vats built in the ground. Most of these tanks are uncovered and within hours the rainwater will become polluted with algae, dust and bird-droppings. The water becomes even more polluted each time a filthy bucket is dropped inside to retrieve water. Unfortunately, the villagers have had zero education, and are therefore unaware of the necessity of boiling water.  

The consequential lack of hygiene and sanitation through the absence of clean water is one of the main causes of poor health for the majority of the people, and it is the children who are the key victims. A sad example that highlighted some of these problems was in 1999, when one of the EBPP’s medical volunteers was asked to examine two elderly men who were extremely sick and 

very weak. The initial examination indicated that they were suffering from TB, but both of the men’s throats were far to dry to produce the required sputum samples. The volunteer then asked the families to ensure that the men drank more water to enable the samples, but was told that none of the villagers drink water, only coffee! This is a practice that goes back for generations, so it can only be assumed that the people are conscious of the dangers of drinking polluted water. However, the Balinese traditionally do not drink enough water, and as a result kidney stones are prolific.

Meanwhile, the East Bali Poverty Project has designed a simple and hygienic solution to collecting and storing the rainwater, by means of sustainable sealed bamboo-cement reservoirs, known as Cubang, with a gravel and charcoal filter. This bamboo-cement technology has been used for building in remote areas of Java for some years now, but the EBPP is probably the first to introduce this appropriate technology to Bali. Every project is aimed at helping these villagers to help themselves and the technique of building these reservoirs is simple enough for the villagers to learn and adopt, once EBPP team has trained them – all of whom are from the area and were trained by making a sample in my garden. The greatest difficulty was for them to understand the chemical process of cement hardening, and hence the importance of continuous plastering to ensure bonding.

When they (the tutors from the village hamlets of Pengalusan, Bunga and Cegi were all trained in the construction so that they can replicate the building of these tanks as soon as funds become available) built the first one in Pengalusan hamlet last year, they obviously were not convinced of the importance of completing the whole operation in one day, and they applied the final plaster coat the second day. I got the expected radio call a week later: “David, we can’t understand it, but there are some serious cracks going all the way down the cubang!” For me that was great – they would now learn from this first mistake. We now have 24 cubangs completed in the four hamlets of our children’s education projects, key funding for which have come from a generous American family, American Women’s Association in Jakarta and the Royal Society of St George, also Jakarta.

The tanks have a capacity of 4,500 litres, are about two metres high and will provide enough water for the domestic needs of a family of five for approximately four months. They are prepared from a woven bamboo cage, strengthened by tie-wire, and placed on newly formed sand and cement base excavated 15 cm into the ground. A simple formwork of bodeg (tightly woven bamboo) is fastened around the outside, prior to plastering the inside with a thickness of 1.5 - 2cm of cement. This plastering must be completed in a single operation and four or five men need to work together inside to achieve this. Approximately two hours later, the bodeg is removed and the outside of the tank is also plastered with the same thickness of cement. Taps are later inserted at the base, gravel filters at the top, and an elementary plastic pipe water gauge is installed to indicate the quantity of water in the tank. A drain tap is placed at the bottom so that the tank can be flushed out when empty. Each tank presently costs Rp 1,500,000 to build.

More than 300 cubangs are in fact required in the short term for clean water to be sufficiently available for the most needy: mothers, babies and children. However, in the long term, we are getting much nearer to a solution I envisaged over 3 years ago when we identified the key springs: getting water from the underground rivers that serve them.

With the help of our French volunteer water engineer, some serious input by Thames Water, and a preliminary survey of the contour maps by a volunteer water diviner (yes, they really can tell you where underground water is, as well as approximate depth underground!), we hope to develop large reservoirs by the springs, and eventually pipe the water to central locations in some of the most isolated hamlets. My wish list for realising this goal includes solar pumps, expert help, and a lot of participation from the people themselves.

The provision of these Cubangs is yet another step forward by the East Bali Poverty Project, towards sustainably improving the health and hygiene of these disadvantaged mountain people. As with all projects, they only materialise if the whole community agrees to participate, understands their long-term gains and accepts that ownership is theirs. As always, we rely on the generosity of donors, who have made it possible for us to take great strides in sustainably improving the lives of many people in this once forgotten village.  

If you would like more information about The East Bali Poverty Project, or would like to make a donation, please call 0361 410071, fax 0361 430785 or email: info@eastbalipovertyproject.org; Homepage www.eastbalipovertyproject.org
