
Y 
oung girls are playing tag in the 
school yard of the small Guatema- 
Ian village of San Martias, 70 kilo- 

mews north of the capital. The game 
centres on the water faucet. If tagged, a 
girl must run to the faucet, take a sip, and 
then try to tag someone else. 

There are now 66 water faucets con- 
necting the village to a mountain stream. 
Most are close to the villagers’ homes or 
in public places such as the schoolyard. 
Agua Del Pueblo (ADPI, a Guatemalan 
rural water and sanitation program com- 
mitted to developing self-reliant com- 
munities, was a major actor in this impor- 
tant village improvement scheme. 

Inside the schoolhouse, village leader 
Felix Xujur says that before Agua Del 
Pueblo (literally, “Village Water”) agreed 
to work with the community, the women 
and children walked for two hours each 
day to a mountain stream to fetch water. 
‘“Now they don’t need to walk so far and 
we are all healthier as well.” 

While other water development organi- 
zations may simply provide a water 
system, ADP works with the community 
to develop the skills necessary to main- 
tain the water system and useful for 
other projects. 

The supply of inexpensive and safe 
water to village communities is of prime 
importance to rural Guatemala. Only one 
village in 10 has a latrine or a safe supply 
of drinking water. Half of all children in 
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safe supplyofdrhking wafer 

in village hygiene in order to attain the 
most from a new water system. Health is 
compromised by poor hygiene regard- 
less of water quality. The building of la- 
trines and participation in courses on 
basic hygiene, then, are also conditions 
of ADP’s involvement. 

San Martias is a typical small Gua- 
ternalan village tucked away in the moun- 

the rural areas die before the age of five 
from water-borne diseases or as a result 
of poor sanitation. Two thirds of the child- 
ren suffer from infectious diarrhea which 
remains the most common illness. 

According to the World Health Organi- 
zation, in most small towns and villages 
in rural areas, “more health benefits can 
be gained from money spent on a water 
supply program than in any other way.” 

Unlike other organizations, ADP 
demands community involvement in all 
aspects of construction because this in- 
creases the probability that the water 
system will continue to operate. A 1979 
study of 34 Guatemalan villages’ water 
projects built over the previous 15 years 
found village participation essential to 
keeping water systems working. 

tains several kilometres from the main 
highway. It began its search for a water 
development organization in 1981. “We 
heard about Agua Del Pueblo and they 
agreed to build a water system if the 
community shared the cost and provided 
labour and material,” says Patricia Dorix 
Quelex, another village leader. 

Agua Del Pueblo’s technicians inspect- 
ed a mountain stream several kilometres 
from the village and found that its water 
was safe to drink and that it was feasible 
to build a gravity-fed water system. Be- 
cause of women’s central role in family 
health, they had the task of selecting 
sites for the taps. 

ADP technicians used pictograms to 
teach the villagers the relationship be- 
tween health and hygiene. They also 
helped the village to form a water com- 

mlttee to help coordinate the construc- 
tion work. Loans were worked out by the 
committee so that each family under- 
stood what it would owe each month. 

VILLAGERS DO REPAIRS 

The villagers have themselves carried 
out most of the repairs since the system 
was built. Some were trained during the 
construction of the water system and 
ADP’s technicians had to be called back 
only once to fix a major valve. 

ADP hires its technicians from rural 
Guatem&n Indian communities. They 
can thus understand and relate to villag- 
ers’ experience better than the urban 
technicians of other organizations. The 
technicians train for six months in water 
system construction methods. 

An IDRC-funded study of the techni- 
cians’ six-month course found the techni- 
cians had excellent technical skills upon 
graduation. Requests for courses have 
been received from El Salvador, Hondu- 
ras, Peru, Ecuador, and Costa Rica. 

“Despite the emphasis we place on 
education and health,” says ADP’s pro- 
ject administrator, Leone1 Cabrera Meza, 
“we find it’s still not enough. Good health 
habits are so important for the develop- 
ment of the village.” 

The village of San Martias is quiet now 
as Felix Xujur and Patricia Dorix walk out 
of the schoolhouse. Felix points to a 
house where the women inside are 
making tortillas wer a fire. “Almost every 
house like that one has a water faucet,” 
he says. 

“We learned much from ADP and 
since we’ve built the water system we 
have organized the building of that 
school we were in. But most of all we’re 
healthier.” q 

Steven Hunt is an independent writer/broad- 
caster basedin Ottawa. 
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