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Abstract/Summary 

One hundred area mechanics were trained in Mzimba, Malawi in 2010 by the District Government.   
With limited resources at the local government level for on-going support of these individuals, there 
are concerns that the system will not maintain increased levels of water point functionality over time.  
Research was undertaken from April to June 2011, to develop a better understanding of the actual 
and perceived levels of support being provided to area mechanics, their motivations for work, and the 
challenges they are facing.  Positive motivations for area mechanic work were found to be related to 
personal recognition and development, while challenges focused on payment and availability of 
resources and tools.  Support priorities identified through the research for a low-resource environment 
include increasing communication, building on existing and external support structures, providing 
resources for area mechanics to support themselves, simplification of job requirements and structures, 
placing more emphasis on initial resources, and encouraging the sharing of best practices.  

 

Introduction 

To address functionality issues in Malawi, there has been a movement towards the creation and 
support of area mechanic systems in various areas of the country by both local government and 
NGOs.  Area mechanics, sometimes referred to as zonal mechanics or local artisans, are community 
members who have been trained in advance borehole repair, beyond basic Community Based 
Management (CBM). If well supported, area mechanic systems have been shown to raise functionality 
rates above 90%.  One hundred area mechanics were selected, and trained in Mzimba District of 
Malawi, in four training groups held between July and September of 2010 by the District Water 
Development Office under the UNICEF and Government of Malawi Water Sanitation and Hygiene 
Program.  Past district-implemented Area Mechanic Networks in Malawi have struggled to function 
independently and often require NGO assistance to maintain activity and increase functionality rates of 
boreholes, due to lack of an on-going support network in a low-resource District environment 
(Baumann et al., 2008).  With resource limitations in Mzimba District, concerns about similar struggles 
and reduced activities of area mechanics over time were raised. 
 

Description of the Case Study – Research into Area Mechanic Motivations and Challenges 

As part of a goal to support an effective service delivery model for area mechanics, research in 
Mzimba was undertaken nine to eleven months after the implementation of the area mechanic network 
in the District. This research focussed on the current status of area mechanics, their major challenges, 
motivations, and the support that had been provided to them.  Overall, the research was designed to 
build a better understanding of what the specific needs exist for area mechanics, and what type of 
support is required, and is most important, from a district government perspective to maintain high 
functionality levels through this system.  With limited resources at the district level, it is important to 
have a solid understanding of these factors in order for the resources to be used most effectively.   
 
When designing the research, support activities were divided into two categories, one addressing 
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motivations and one addressing challenges.  Motivations are seen as factors which affect how the 
area mechanic feels about the work that he or she is performing.  Motivational theory states that, 
within motivations, there are factors which motivate, and a different set of factors which de-motivate 
area mechanics (Bassett-Jones et al., 2005).  The research examined both motivator factors and de-
motivating factors for activity, recognizing that through increasing positive motivators or decreasing 
negative motivators, the District can encourage increased area mechanic activity. Challenges are 
factors or conditions which affect the area mechanic’s ability to do the work, regardless of how he or 
she feels about it. Addressing either motivations or challenges removes barriers for area mechanics 
that would otherwise keep them from performing repairs or engaging with communities to maintain 
boreholes.   
 
The research covered 25 of the 100 area mechanics in Mzimba District from all four training groups.  
Area mechanics were selected to get a range of perceived performance levels, as established through 
initial interviews with the district field staff, who are responsible for on-going management of area 
mechanics. Additionally, these interviews were used to determine and cross-check what levels of 
support, and in what forms, had been provided to the area mechanics since the training. It was also 
used to identify any special characteristics relating to area mechanics or catchment areas that may 
affect research outcomes, including approximate number of boreholes and water point committees in 
each area. 
 
The majority of the data was collected through semi-structured interviews with each selected area 
mechanic.  There are three main methods that were used to gather the information during the 
interview: ranking activities, critical incident analysis, and questions.   
 
Ranking was used to prioritize different types of support, motivations and challenges respectively. For 
example, area mechanics were asked to select the three forms of support that have benefited them 
the most from a pre-generated list of possible responses, created based on previous experience and 
research.  Types of support were then prioritized based on the percent of area mechanics that 
selected each type of support as one of the three most important options.   
 
A critical incident analysis was used to identify motivators and de-motivators based on specific events 
that have happened to the area mechanic.  Critical incident analysis is a method which has proved 
effective in identifying both motivational and de-motivational factors (Basset-Jones et al., 2005). In this 
method, area mechanics were asked to expand on both a positive and negative experience as an area 
mechanic and questions were used to draw out motivator and de-motivator factors from each 
experience.  
 
Finally, for each area mechanic visited, one or more water point committees in his or her catchment 
area were visited and interviewed to increase learning about area mechanic activity and their 
challenges and motivations.  Water point committees were selected based on a variety of factors 
identified within the interview, and included both water point committees that the area mechanic had 
specifically stated working with, as well as randomly selected water point committees.   
 

Main results and lessons learnt 

 
In order to establish opportunities for future support, it was decided to first develop a better 
understanding of the actual and perceived support received to date from area mechanics within the 
District.  From a ranking exercise and questions with both the area mechanics and the district field 
staff, the following observations were made. 
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Figure 1 - Support to Date Prioritized by Area Mechanics  

 

The majority of support provided to area mechanics in Mzimba was done during the initiation of the 
Area Mechanic Network.  Initially area mechanics in Mzimba were provided with one week of 
Community-Based Management II (CBM 2) training or advance borehole repair, a bicycle and a set of 
tools.  The tool kits provided were at various stages of completion; most did not include spanners as 
originally planned. The area mechanics were told that these tools were to be provided, however all of 
the area mechanics requiring additional tools had yet to receive any at the time of these interviews.  
During the training, area mechanics were provided with a verbal description of their catchment area by 
the district field staff, a training guide outlining the major responsibilities of the area mechanic, and a 
certificate to demonstrate both their completion of CBM 2 training and their official selection by the 
District as an Area Mechanic.  One of the four trainings had an additional session on business skills, 
facilitated by a local business person.   
 
Since the completion of the training, limited support has been provided to individuals, or to the system 
as a whole, primarily due to lack of funding.  Some area mechanics have received visits or phone calls 
from district field staff, while 3 of the 25 interviewed have had no contact with any member of the 
District Office.  Only 9 out of 25 area mechanics interviewed had been visited by their supervising 
district field staff, although more than half had taken the initiative to visit either the District Office or 
district field staff to seek support or submit reports.  A small percentage (less than one quarter) of area 
mechanics have been invited to drilling of new boreholes or CBM trainings for water point committees 
following the installation of boreholes,  and seven of the area mechanics interviewed had received 
district field staff assistance to perform one or more repairs.   
 
Support provided during visits and phone calls had focused on a number of topics including tool 
provision, reporting forms and procedures, technical repair advice, contact and coordination for 
borehole repair support, general updates, encouragement, and information sharing.  Oral reports have 
been provided over the phone when distance is too far to travel to submit hardcopy reports.   
 
In the absence of District-provided support, some area mechanics have sought out support from other 
existing structures or community resources.   Many area mechanics had introduced themselves to 
Traditional Authorities or at community meetings for schools, churches, or agriculture, and used these 
structures to help promote their work.  Some area mechanics have purchased tools on their own, or 
borrowed them from water point committees. Several area mechanics are providing support to other 
area mechanics, in neighbouring catchment areas who don’t have as extensive technical background.   
 
Direct correlations between types 
of support provided and activity of 
the area mechanics were not 
apparent through this research, 
however, as shown in Figure 1, 
area mechanics themselves 
prioritized initial tool and bicycle 
provision, recognition as an area 
mechanic (including selection for 
training, certificate, and guidebook) 
and introduction to traditional 
structures as the most useful forms 
of support provided to date.  For 
most area mechanics, these 
outweighed other forms of support provided such as learning and knowledge gained during CBM 2 
training, interactions with district field staff or District Office staff, and working with other area 
mechanics.    
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Table 1 - Support Priorities for District- led 
Area Mechanics 

Desired Support # of Area 
mechanics 

Tools 16 

Refresh learning 6 

Increase interactions with 
district field staff  

3 

Provide spare parts support  3 

Provide uniforms 3 

Change price limits 2 

Provide payment to area 
mechanics 

2 

Encourage water point 
committee to pay 

1 

Information from District 1 

Increase work with other area 
mechanics 

1 

Provide paper for reports 1 

Provide borehole application 
forms for distribution 

1 

Increase recognition of area 
mechanics in community 

1 

Spares for bicycle 1 

 

 
Although many area mechanics stated that the other support mechanisms were also useful, they were 
de-prioritized in the ranking exercise due to the fact that much of the learning is done on the job, the 
low number of practical examples that were provided as part of the trainings, and infrequent access to 
District staff.  Furthermore, many of the area mechanics were selected based on existing knowledge 
of borehole repair and therefore these learning-focused support mechanisms may not be as important 
as other aspects of support which cater to capacities that were initially less-developed in the majority 
of area mechanics.     

 
Eighty percent of the area mechanics surveyed cited 
tools/bicycle as one of the top three forms of support 
that they have received.  The reasons provided for 
provision of tools/bicycles were focused around 
transport, with area mechanics providing compelling 
arguments as to how their role would not be possible 
without the provided transport mechanism.   
 
The introduction to Traditional Authorities was rated as 
important due to its ability to provide agency to perform 
repair activities, improve relations with water point 
committees, increase awareness of role and services, 
create an identity for the area mechanic in the 
community and facilitate introductions to the village 
heads.  Some area mechanics expressed difficulty in 
approaching local village heads, without first getting the 
approval of a higher Traditional Authority. These 
authorities also have broad reaching contacts and 
connections, which help to promote the work of the area 
mechanic.  In most cases, some level of Traditional 
Authority participated in each of the interviews, and the 
highest level of Traditional Authority for the area signed 
the area mechanic certificate.  Establishing a personal 
connection however, was found to be more important 
than the signature.  Some area mechanics were 
introduced to the applicable Traditional Authority by the 
district field staff for that region, while others took the 

responsibility on themselves to make the introduction.  As TAs had been involved in the selection 
process, it was moreover a matter of introducing the individual to the Traditional Authority rather than 
introducing the concept of area mechanics.   
 
Recognition as an area mechanic from the District Office was found to be the third most important 
factor, with 56% of area mechanics including it in the top three support mechanisms.    Many area 
mechanics had showed their certificate or training book to communities to prove both their ability to fix 
boreholes and their role as an Area Mechanic, as well as the expectation that their services are 
payable.   
 
In terms of desired support, provision of tools predominated over all other factors, as shown in Table 
1.  None of the area mechanics visited had received a complete tool kit, and most were missing 
spanners, which are integral to most basic repairs.  The cost of purchasing spanners constitutes a 
significant portion of the funds made by most of the area mechanics.  
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Figure 2 –Enjoyment Factors for Work Prioritized by Area Mechanics 

 

After tools, the areas of desired support were quite dispersed and differentiated.  This indicates that 
different area mechanics have different requirements for external support depending on their own 
experiences and contexts.  In general, area mechanics had difficulty thinking about avenues of 
support for themselves and generating ideas on how the District could effectively help them with their 
work.   By breaking down the area mechanics’ motivations and challenges, areas for support can be 
evaluated more completely.   
 
Motivations for Area Mechanic Work 
 
When asked what three factors area mechanics liked  the most about their work, the most common 
primary response was helping communities to receive water, followed by personal learning or self 
improvement, and then interactions with the District.  Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of Area 
Mechanic responses regarding the three aspects of their job that they enjoy the most. 

 
Of these factors, the district has the 
best opportunity to directly 
influence the learning opportunities 
and the interactions with the 
District.   
 
It is interesting to note that very few 
of the area mechanics listed 
payment or income generation as 
one of the things that they liked 
about area mechanic work.   This 
may be partly related to the fact 
that area mechanics do not view 
their role as profit-generating, or 
are dissatisfied with the amounts of 

income they have earned to date.   However, it also indicates that the majority of area mechanics don’t 
see profit as a driving force behind their work.   
 
When Area Mechanic motivations were examined using the critical incident analysis, a more complete 
picture of area mechanic motivations was presented.   Table 2 presents the factors and frequency of 
appearance in the area mechanics testimonies that contributed to positive and negative experiences 
as an area mechanic.  It is important to note that often more than one factor would be present in a 
given area mechanic’s story. 
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Table 2 - Critical Incident Analysis Contributing Factors and Frequency 

Positive Incident # of area 
mechanics 

Negative Incident # of area 
mechanics 

Personal recognition from community 
Repair success and innovation 
Learning 
Personal accomplishment 
Community interactions 
Push bike 
Agency to do work 
Aid for community 
Payment 
Leadership 
Opportunity to make profit 
Recognition by District 
Recognition from peers 
Self improvement 

10 
9 
8 
6 
3 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

Payment 
Community interactions 
Tools 
Technical ability 
Salary from District 
Allowances at training 
Working conditions (weather etc.) 
Personal Recognition from community 
 

8 
5 
4 
3 
2 
2 
2 
1 
 

 
 
The most common factors that were present in area mechanics positive stories were related to 
recognition from the community.  The importance placed on this aspect of the role, was demonstrated 
by the area mechanics who have introduced themselves to various levels of traditional structures, 
without an introduction from the District Office or field staff.  Similar to the ranking exercise, personal 
accomplishment, and learning were also strongly recommended, and demonstrates why additional 
learning was desired by many for additional support.  Furthermore, seventeen of the 25 area 
mechanics chose an incident that was related to the initiation of their role, whether at selection, 
training, or the first repair that they completed upon return from training.   
 
The factors present in the negative stories however showed a different aspect of motivations.  
Although area mechanics are generally not specifically motivated by profit or resources, the lack of 
these factors resulted in discouragement and unhappiness on behalf of the area mechanics.  This 
indicates that while profit may not be a strong motivating factor for Area Mechanics, considering 
profitability it is still an important consideration when providing support to area mechanics, as it can be 
viewed as a demotivator for ongoing activity.  Payment has a significant impact on the dissatisfaction 
of area mechanics with their role, and area mechanics may be less likely to continue to work or 
maintain their position under these conditions. 
 

Predominant Challenges Encountered 

Challenges were identified with area mechanics by first prioritizing which activities are or would be the 
most difficult to undertake, and then determining what factors make those activities difficult.  Further 
investigation into challenges was evaluated by doing pair-wise ranking of tasks to determine which of 
two activities was more difficult and why.  The pairings were created based on the responses of the 
Area Mechanic to previous questions and the ranking exercise, and therefore do not provide an 
effective method of comparison of the relative difficulty of individual tasks.  This process however was 
useful to draw out additional reasons as to why certain tasks were difficult and identify the underlying 
reasons for challenges. 
 
As shown in Figure 3, with the exception of collecting payment and buying tools, the challenges 
identified by area mechanics were quite diverse.  The six activities most commonly identified by area 
mechanics as challenging, and affecting more than 20% of those surveyed are as follows: 
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Figure 3 - Challenging Activities Prioritized by Area Mechanics 

 

1. Collecting Payment 
Very few area mechanics have 
successfully been able to 
collect funds for all of the 
repairs that they have made.  
In fact, evidence from both the 
area mechanic and community 
interviews indicate that some 
of the area mechanics are not 
even asking for payment to do 
the work.  Area mechanics 
stated that one of the 
predominant factors 
contributing to this challenge is 
the fact that it is difficult to hold 
communities responsible for 
paying for a completed repair.  
Communities will often 
promise that funds are 
available prior to the repair being made, and then fail to pay after the repair has been 
completed. Communities also often consider area mechanics to be paid by the government 
and do not trust the area mechanic guidebook as a valid pricing index, claiming that the area 
mechanic could have created the book oh his or her own.  Disagreements among water point 
committee members also make it difficult for area mechanics to collect funds as they will often 
receive different stories from different members of the committee.  One area mechanic 
mentioned that committee funds being kept in bank accounts make it difficult for committees to 
access them and pay for the repair, as transportation to the bank account may cost more than 
the price of the repair itself. In situations such as this, the area mechanic doesn’t want to 
bother the committee for small sums.  Finally, some area mechanics expressed challenges 
with obtaining payment from nearby villages due to family obligations, as they feel compelled 
to provide repairs for free. 

 
2. Buying Tools 

As previously discussed, buying tools is beyond the financial means of most area mechanics. 
For other area mechanics who would be financially able to purchase tools, the lack of 
information relating to when and if the District will actually provide these materials has lead to a 
delay in purchasing them for themselves.    
 

3. Submitting Reports 
The two major factors that made submitting reports difficult were the distance that had to be 
travelled to submit reports – with some area mechanics living upwards of 100km away from the 
BOMA or their supervising district field staff-, and lack of clarity around the reporting 
requirements, such as frequency, content, format and style.  The reporting structure in Mzimba 
was established, such that area mechanics report to district field staff in their own traditional 
authority.  However, with 10 TAs and only 7 district field staff, area mechanics are often at 
extreme distances from the applicable district field staff.  In some cases, area mechanics were 
located geographically closer to district field staff in a different Traditional Authority, but 
reporting to the further district field staff in his or her own Traditional Authority.  In one case, an 
AM was reporting to a district field staff located approximately 100km away and was not aware 
of a second district field staff located only 5km away, but in a different Traditional Authority.  
Other area mechanics were not aware that a district field staff had been moved into their 
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Traditional Authority, and believed their reports needed to be submitted to the District capital or 
a more distant district field staff .  Furthermore, most area mechanics were told at the training 
that they should be reporting, but the frequency and the content was not clear, with confusion 
relating to whether they should be reporting on functionality in their area, or on their individual 
activities.  Further confusion arose for some area mechanics who asked district field staff about 
reporting and were told to wait for standardized forms which the district was preparing, but 
which the district did not in the end provide.   
 

4. Visiting all water points 
Area mechanics in Mzimba were told that they should be visiting all of their boreholes every 
quarter.  Most area mechanics have not visited or met all of the water point committees in their 
catchment area. Furthermore, this was identified as a major challenge for those who have 
managed to do so.   Area mechanics cite catchment size, limited transport, and time as factors 
that affect their ability to make visits. Another hidden challenge to most area mechanics is an 
accurate understanding of their catchment area.  Several area mechanics have stated their 
catchment area to be either smaller or larger than the boundaries set by the district field staff  
and local traditional authorities.   As catchment sizes are defined based on a variety of criteria, 
including both traditional boundaries and geographical features, it is easy to be unclear of 
where each area starts and ends.  Further adding to the confusion is the fact that area 
mechanics have not been provided with a list or number of boreholes in their catchment area 
and most were only provided with a verbal description of the area at the initial training.  Area 
mechanics must rely on their own knowledge of the community to determine the number and 
location of all the boreholes are in their catchment area. 

 
5. Selling spares 

Although some area mechanics are effectively buying and selling spare parts to water point 
committees that they serve, it was listed as a challenge by many as well.   Area mechanics in 
Mzimba were encouraged to perform this activity during the training, with special emphasis 
placed on selling of spares at the training that featured a business skills session.   Factors 
contributing to the challenges faced by area mechanics to sell spare parts include low turnover 
of parts, community’s unwillingness or lack of funds to purchase parts, and a decrease in the 
amount of money a water point committee is willing to pay for labour when they believe spares 
and labour are combined in the total price.  Contrary to popular belief, only one Area Mechanic, 
who had not attempted to sell spares himself, expressed the possibility of theft as a challenge 
for selling spare parts.  None of the communities interviewed expressed fear of stolen parts as 
a concern with area mechanics who are selling spares.   The idea was generally well accepted 
by water point committees and agreed upon that area mechanics should be able to charge 
slightly higher prices then shops for spares in order to cover transport costs.  

 
6. Teaching Communities About Borehole Care 

It is interesting to note that although area mechanics find it difficult to collect funds, more area 
mechanics listed teaching communities about maintenance and hygiene as one of the three 
most challenging activities, over those that listed teaching committees about fund collection as 
one of the three most challenging.  As confirmed by community interviews, most area 
mechanics have performed this activity and include the topic as part of their regular visits.  
However, area mechanics express frustration at the lack of response and action from 
communities on the topic following their discussion.  One Area Mechanic, who ensures his own 
borehole is kept hygienic by enforcing a duties schedule and locking the water point whenever 
sweeping or other hygiene  activities are not performed by the applicable person, stated that 
communities call him ‘troublesome and confusing’ when he tries to encourage them to take a 
similar approach.   
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In addition to the activities that were identified through the ranking exercise, the following factors were 
found to be relevant challenges to many area mechanics.  The contributing factors and justification for 
their importance or relevance is provided below. 
 

 Repairing Boreholes 
Technical skills were generally not seen as a challenge by area mechanics, rather what makes 
repairing boreholes difficult is the travel, access to tools and spares.    Additionally, community 
understanding of the area mechanics role, and trust in the abilities of the area mechanic have 
been a challenge for some. For the most part, area mechanics seem confident in their ability to 
repair boreholes or to obtain assistance from other area mechanics/district field staff if needed. 
However, the desire for area mechanics to learn about more technical repairs indicates that 
this is a challenge for some area mechanics, even if not expressly stated.  Several 
communities also expressed concern over the ability of the area mechanic to fix boreholes, 
and cited this as a reason as to why they would call an alternative individual to repair their 
borehole if it were to break.  In areas where there are other qualified personnel, this can lead to 
competition for the area mechanic.  Other government employees, including members of the 
District Office, as well as field staff from other sectors, have been found to be making repairs to 
boreholes since the training of area mechanics.   

 
 Regular Maintenance Contracts 

Although regular maintenance contracts were not often listed as a challenge by area 
mechanics, the relatively low percentage of area mechanics performing them indicates that 
these are a difficult venue for area mechanics.  Only one area mechanic was performing paid 
regular maintenance contracts, and only did so for a few boreholes in very close proximity to 
his home.  Some area mechanics were surprised at the idea of regular maintenance contracts, 
indicating that it was not clearly explained at the trainings.  Furthermore, two of the 25 area 
mechanics understood the regular maintenance charge in the training guide to be a charge 
that could be applied for visiting water point committees, and were charging communities just 
for visiting and sharing information, even when the water point was not opened for inspection.  
There were mixed reactions from communities for this type of charge, some indicating that it 
was the area mechanics time being spent and therefore requires payment, while others were 
angry at being charged for a service they did not request, and therefore refused to pay.  
Interestingly however, the two area mechanics that were charging for regular visits, were part 
of only four area mechanics that had visited all of their boreholes more than one time.  This 
indicates that payment may be a demotivator for most others to visit communities regularly.    
 

 Training an Apprentice 
While only two of the 25 area mechanics identified training an apprentice as one of the three 
most difficult activities, it was often found to be a challenge in the pair-wise ranking activity of 
the interview, regardless of which activity is was paired against. Many AMs had also started by 
identifying a candidate, but no longer work with the individual. Common difficulties with the 
activity included providing transport for the apprentice to join them on distant repairs, lack of 
interest from the apprentice in performing a low paying task, and area mechanics being new to 
the job themselves and therefore finding it difficult to train someone else for the role as they 
are still figuring out the position themselves.  Finally, some area mechanics believe that 
training an apprentice could hurt their reputation and business, as once the apprentice is 
trained they could take over work from the area mechanic. 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
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There are several cross-cutting factors that stand out as opportunities to be used to address multiple 
challenges and motivations of area mechanics in a resource limited District government environment.  
Although these recommendations are not proven to provide a robust and on-going area mechanic 
network in a District supported environment, the need for these types of interventions has been 
evident through the course of this research.  They are provided below as consideration by Districts 
who are currently implementing or planning on implementing an area mechanic network. This 
information may also prove useful to Districts in which NGO supported AM networks are being 
implemented, if the District is determined to be the long-term facilitator of the network. The next step 
will be to trial several of these methods in order to develop a more effective model for Area Mechanic 
support, facilitated by local government. 
 
Increasing Communication between Area Mechanics and the District  
Clear, regular, and concise two-way communication between area mechanics and district staff is seen 
as one of the most effective ways to mitigate identified challenges.  It also has the opportunity to 
encourage activity due to its position as a strong motivator and desired support mechanism by area 
mechanics.  Although face to face interactions are generally preferred, in several instances telephone 
conversations have been shown to be an effective method for communication, and have the added 
benefit of minimizing reliance on fuel and the challenge of distance.  Regular phone calls between 
district field staff and area mechanics creates stronger interactions and relationships, provides 
increased information and clarity about expectations, and allows area mechanics to feel more closely 
connected to the District Office.  For increased communication to be effective, there is also need for 
stronger communication within the District so that changes in programming and planning can be 
effectively transmitted from the District Office to field staff and then on to area mechanics. 
 
Building on Existing and External Support Structures 
One of the main advantages that a District-led Area Mechanic network possesses is the close 
connection to other programs and structures within the District environment.   Although several of 
these structures have been used to some extent in Mzimba, there is opportunity for further partnership 
and collaboration.  For example, rather than undertaking publicity and promotion activities on their 
own, the District can build on their connections and networks to provide required support and 
promotion for area mechanics.  Further opportunities for introduction of area mechanics include other 
field extension workers such as those in the Health, Community Development, and Education sectors.  
Simply notifying these partners that area mechanics have been initiated can help to remove barriers 
related to competition and promotion, and will increase the area mechanic’s recognition within the 
community.  Community, religious and civic groups represent additional potential support structures 
that have been used by area mechanics for additional support outside of the District.   

 

Providing Information Rather than Action 

Area mechanics were seen to generally be capable and willing to undertake activities that will help 
their work, such as introducing themselves to Traditional Authorities to promote their services.  
Similarly, in one Traditional Authority, a support group for area mechanics has been self-facilitated by 
area mechanics themselves.  In each of these activities there is direct benefit for the area mechanic 
related to recognition and learning.  It is believed that the District can rely on area mechanics to 
perform work that helps to strengthen the network and provides immediate benefit to the area 
mechanics themselves.  For example, Districts could provide information to area mechanics on how to 
establish a relationship with local shops to facilitate spare parts provision and retail themselves, rather 
than Districts providing this support independently. It is believed, however, that this type of approach 
would not work when the task does not contain a direct benefit to the area mechanic, such as training 
an apprentice to replace the Area Mechanic in the event that he or she must vacate the position.   
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Simplification of Job Requirements and Structure for Required Activities 

Removing redundant or unnecessary job requirements outside of the basic repair role is important 
when there is less on-going support available for area mechanics.  Examples of additional 
requirements outside of the scope of primary duties include visiting all boreholes every three months 
once a relationship has been established with the water point committee, excess reporting, or training 
an apprentice.  Simplifying job requirements alleviates the additional responsibility and effort required 
by area mechanics in an environment with lower levels of support.   For example, encouraging area 
mechanics to teach water point committees about regular maintenance and at the same time 
encouraging them to take on maintenance contracts is confusing and redundant as there is not 
enough support for area mechanics to see the value in conducting both activities simultaneously.   

 

Setting Area Mechanics up for Success, Right the First Time 

In the District supported network, the period of initialization was the time when the most funds were 
available and the most decisions are being made.  Therefore it is much easier to establish strong 
supportive practices and provide support at this time, rather than try and change aspects of the 
network down the road when resources are more limited.  It has been shown that this time period is 
also particularly influential on the way that area mechanics feel about their role. Therefore strong 
initiation may help to increase the motivations of the area mechanics.  Factors such as defining 
catchment areas of appropriate size, being clear about the boundaries and boreholes included in 
those areas, providing the necessary resources and tools, and being conscious of geographical 
proximity when establishing reporting relationships are all good examples of decisions that affect the 
long term success of the network.  Making a conscious effort of maximizing the effects of these factors 
from the beginning, will minimize the resources and effort required to correct them at a later date.   

 

Encouragement for Sharing of Best Practices 

With the exception of tool provision and payment collection, there appears to be very few broad, 
fundamental challenges that cannot be overcome by area mechanics themselves.  Rather, the 
dispersed nature of the challenges reported indicates that solutions exist for persistent challenges, 
and have been developed or discovered by others.   The wide range of challenges and support 
desired means that many of the challenges being faced by area mechanics have fairly simple 
solutions that facilitating the sharing of best practices between area mechanics could address.  Even 
in facilitating this research, it was evident that one area mechanics challenge was a strong point for 
another Area Mechanic.  Simple measures such as an Area Mechanic phone list, newsletter, or 
encouragement to contact other area mechanics for assistance and solutions, may help to develop 
stronger area mechanics and reduce the requirement of District support.   
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