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Abstract/Summary 

Despite the fact that hundreds of millions of people around the world do not have access to safe 

drinking water and sanitation systems (especially those in rural settings), many who already have 

access still face challenges with sustainable use of the systems. To improve sustainability, there is 

urgent need to release the knowledge of hundreds of proven, low-cost technologies and practices 

directly into the hands of rural communities and WASH practitioners. To this end, a Community 

Choices Tool (CCT) for WASH is being developed to empower stakeholders to make decisions to 

address their WASH challenges. We have developed a web-based demonstration prototype 

(www.washchoices.org) with water treatment and sanitation modules which provides a framework 

from which a West Africa regional tool will be developed. In our current pilot project, we are 

partnering with NGOs in Ghana and Burkina Faso to implement and promote the design, 

development and dissemination of the CCT.  

 

Introduction 

Over the last three decades, scaling up water, sanitation and hygiene interventions to promote good 
health, reduce poverty and improve general wellbeing of the world‘s human population has attracted 
an increasing amount of attention and achieved measurable success. Governments, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and their donors, researchers and other stakeholders in the 
water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector have embraced and adopted the UN Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG), which aim to halve the proportion of people without access to good 
water and sanitation by 2015. The Joint Monitoring Program of WHO and UNICEF indicates that 
approximately 1.8 billion people (mostly urban) have gained access to improved drinking-water 
since 1990 (WHO/UNICEF, 2010). Indeed, success has been realized by development 
organizations and governments mobilizing resources and forming partnerships to integrate efforts 
and maximize efficiency in achieving these urgent goals. 

But while there have been some gains, quite appreciable numbers of water and sanitation facilities 
are not being sustained for long-term use which is significant if the MDG targets are to be reached. 
In many cases, systems are not sustained because their initial selection or design was not 
appropriate for the specific setting, needs or preferences of the communities for which they were 
built. Field practitioners, including local government officials and NGOs, who are tasked with 
developing WASH solutions for communities, often have little knowledge of how to help 
communities make decisions that are best for their context, resources, and norms, nor of all the 
potentially relevant technologies. Further, researchers have found that such practitioners are usually 
not flexible in responding to community demand because they rarely have the tools to reconcile 
community preferences with technical expertise (Whittington et.al, 1998). In other cases, low income 
levels, poverty, HIV-AIDS and natural disasters militate against the maintenance of the existing 

http://www.pacinst.org/
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WASH systems. For example, during the earthquakes in Turkey, Haiti, and Chile many physical 
WASH infrastructures were destroyed and urgently need to be replaced but remain in disrepair due 
to the multitude of needs. Communities with many HIV/AIDs patients are not likely to be able to 
make financial contributions to the repair and maintenance of WASH facilities since most of their 
income is spent on medical costs. Finally, although easy or low-cost repairs or solutions may exist, 
rural communities frequently do not have the necessary capacity or resources to maintain or scale-
up technologies on their own after implementing organizations or practitioners move on to other 
locations. 

In these cases, closer analyses reveal the intricacies of sustainability (or lack thereof). Several 
research findings have identified socio-cultural, behavioral and attitudinal factors and lack of proper 
education leading to low acceptance and use of household latrines (Saaka and Shafritz, 2009 a, 
Saaka and Shrafritz, 2009 b, Demedeme and Nutsugah, 2009), highlighting combined issues of lack 
of consideration of the socio-cultural and economic setting, inappropriate technology selection, and 
lack of capacity building. During a recent interaction with technical staff of World Vision Ghana Rural 
Water Project in Tamale, for example, it was mentioned that in the north-western part of Ghana, 
there is a cultural taboo that forbids people to drop their human excreta on another person‘s excreta 
popularly known as ―no shit on shit,‖ or No SOS. This means that most improved pit latrines are 
inappropriate without special modifications or community education. In another example, at a WASH 
practitioners meeting in Tamale, Ghana in Spring 2011, it was estimated that about 30-40% of hand 
pumps in northern Ghana were either not functioning properly or have broken down. Several 
research reports from 21 Sub-Saharan African countries (Harvey, 2004; Akudago et al, 2007; 
Gleitsmann et al, 2007; Rural water supply network, 2007; Akudago et al, 2009) reveal and confirm 
that on average, 36% of hand-pumps are not functioning properly. Reasons given for the non-
functionality and breakdown, among others, included mechanical failure, aquifer depletion, 
inefficient management (poor operation and maintenance culture), lack of resources, and lack of 
adequate technical knowledge within communities to be able to solve their WASH related issues. 
This means that WASH interventions meant to provide long-term solutions are instead temporary 
and unsustainable due to a complex web of situation-specific factors. 

What is clear is that water supply and sanitation issues have complex determinants. What is also 
clear when further analyzing the gains is that rural access to improved drinking water sources 
remains low, which further hinders efforts to improve rural sanitation. During a recently launched 
Sustainable Service at Scale (triple-S) initiative in Africa, releasing trapped knowledge, and 
providing frameworks and tools to stakeholders were identified as keys to successful, sustainable 
potable water supply (IRC, 2010). In other words, technical knowledge must be made accessible, 
and community attitudes, socio-cultural settings, economic and physical factors, and urban versus 
rural setting must all be considered by WASH practitioners and communities who are making 
decisions.  

Community education regarding WASH problems and solutions is also important. Consider 
someone born in a village in Uganda with access to potable water from a hand-pump well which has 
broken down. Assuming there are other surface waters near to his/her community, the tendency to 
fetch water from the polluted water source for domestic consumption without treatment is high. 
Availability of a tool that shows the logical steps to obtaining an alternative potable water supply for 
domestic consumption would help to avert the spread of water related disease in such a case, 
especially in rural communities with relatively little access to NGOs and outside intervention or 
support. A practical example of this is the community led total sanitation (CLTS) methodology which 
helps communities to examine their sanitation and hygiene problems and decide on appropriate 
alternative solutions to address them with little cost. CLTS has gained much popularity in Asia and 
Africa, and has since been adopted in some West African Countries such as Sierra Leone, Ghana 
and Nigeria (Zombo, 2009; Bevan and Thomas, 2009). It has been so successful, that Ghana has 
launched CLTS as a sanitation strategy aimed at increasing sanitation coverage from the current 
low level of less than 20%, and from the current trend of coverage, UNDP (2011) estimates that 
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20.6% and 23.4% of the rural and urban populations in Ghana will have access to improved 
sanitation respectively by 2015. This type of education not only builds knowledge, but prepares the 
communities to actively seek solutions on their own. 

Considering high poverty, unemployment and low education level as compounding factors to rural 
access to water supply and sanitation, there is the need to introduce low-cost technology options 
that can be easily maintained and which meet the specific setting, needs and preferences of 
communities to ensure sustainability. WASH support resources do exist to help provide information 
on existing technologies. They often come as a set of instructions or questions that help to guide a 
practitioner to know what type of intervention is needed to bring about a desired change. However, 
a comprehensive review of 120 available tools in the WASH sector for decision making 
(Palaniappan et. al, 2008) revealed that the designs of most tools lacked adequate support for 
evaluating or making decisions about cost and economics, financing, social context, regional 
specificity, appropriate users‘ interface, tool accessibility, local resources, scalability and 
replicability, monitoring, and hygiene approaches. Palaniappan et al (2008) asserted that most of 
the tools were created to guide practitioners through the implementation of specific WASH solutions, 
not to assist in the selection of the most appropriate option from among many. 

Since the release of this assessment, other tools have emerged, but gaps still remain. Baumann et 
al (2010) have documented WASH technology information packages (TIPs) which are practical sets 
of guidelines and selection tools for WASH programs. However, their work was designed for 
UNICEF Programme officers and is limited to well drilling and pump selection. They do not take into 
account water quality, treatment and sanitation technologies, nor hygiene practices. Care (2007) 
created a framework for water assessment that has been used in five countries (Ecuador, 
Mozambique, Ethiopia, Kenya and Liberia) between 2009 and 2011. Care‘s framework is used to 
evaluate how water work relates to human condition, social position and enabling environments as 
well as other elements deemed necessary for vibrancy within the water sector. The tool does not, 
however, provide any solution to water treatment or sanitation challenges at the community level. 
Akvopedia continues on-going development of a Sanitation Decision Support Tool with WASTE. 
Aside from only focusing on sanitation solutions, this tool does not take into account multiple inputs 
from users which would lead to suggestions of the most appropriate options. Rather, the user can 
select one issue and is presented with the options that suit that one issue. Further, the tool does not 
provide the necessary technical information for implementing the solutions. Society Economy 
Ecology Consulting (SeeCon) has developed the Sustainable Sanitation and Water Management 
Toolbox, an information portal for local level capacity development. This is a detailed resource 
focused on experienced practitioners and highly educated users, and requires a significant number 
of downloads to get complete information. It also doesn‘t guide users through a clear start-to-finish 
process that will result in clear information and support in identifying and implementing appropriate 
solutions on their own. 

This paper presents the proven need for a comprehensive Community Choices Tool in West Africa 
that encompasses sanitation and water modules, and aims to elicit feedback that can improve the 
design of the tool to meet diverse socio-cultural, regional and economic needs. 

 

Need for water and sanitation decision making tools 

Following the comprehensive review of decision-making support resources in the WASH sector, 
Pacific Institute began an iterative project to conduct research on the need for a WASH sector tool, 
and then to design a tool based on the expressed, real-world needs. 

International Needs Assessment Survey 

Pacific Institute developed and executed an assessment questionnaire to gain necessary insight 
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and feedback from international organizations and WASH practitioners to analyze the need for and 
challenges in developing a decision-making support tool for the WASH sector. From the results of 
the assessment questionnaire we wanted to be able to identify: 

- support tools and resources currently used for decision-making in WASH sector activities; 
the users of the current tools; and the drawbacks of the current tools; 

- areas of need for a single-source decision-making support tool; 
- venues for dissemination of a WASH decision-making support tool; and 
- opportunities and challenges of developing a single-source tool for the WASH sector. 

We developed a questionnaire targeting organizations working in West Africa, most of which are 
international organizations with local presence. The questionnaire was streamlined to twelve, 
qualitative and open-ended questions, each of which was phrased in such a way that both remote 
and in-country practitioners could answer them, however some involvement in WASH-related 
activities was required. The questionnaire was distributed by email, newsletter, the Web 
(SurveyMonkey), and through contacts working in the sector in West Africa, including Ghana, Mali, 
and Niger, as well as through other international WASH organizations. It could be completed in a 
Word document, an online survey, or a phone or video conference call. 

Respondents from 21 organizations, in 11 countries completed the survey. Some respondents were 
independent consultants and practitioners, while others were from organizations that chose to have 
several different employees complete the survey, and other organizations that gathered several 
employees‘ responses into one completed survey. 

From this survey we determined the following: 

1) Organizations are currently using a variety of tools, including reference materials such as online 
and print manuals, tables, sector bulletins; informal processes; proprietary databases, software, and 
reference materials; decision trees, algorithms, and software; and direct consultation with experts 
(contracted or in-house). 

2) The drawbacks of the tools currently used by organizations and their partners were broad: out-of-
date information; slow connection or image-heavy pages making a Web resource inaccessible or 
difficult to load; inaccessible for people with inadequate education or training (that is, there is a 
requirement of specialized knowledge in order to access the tool); difficult to use; expensive to 
access; lack of awareness about the tool; and tool available in single rather than multiple formats, 
such as digital document, Web, and print. 

3) The expressed areas of need with regard to the current tools were: ability to customize for family, 
community or cultural context; real cost and financing information; technical specifications and 
design guidelines; maintenance information and requirements; and readily accessible information 
with creative solutions. 

4) The respondents indicated that a WASH sector decision-making support tool is most needed by 
(in order of most responses to least): local governments, NGOs and community partners, field staff, 
community members and associations, national level policy makers, technicians, and project 
managers, trainers, and operators. 

5) All respondents indicated only a few distribution methods for sharing the existing tools within their 
organizations and partnerships: email, internet download, workshops, and partner distribution. Email 
was seen to have the benefit of being inexpensive and quick, however problems were cited with 
language (often English only) and losing documents. Internet downloads had the benefit of print-on-
demand, however this requires often unavailable computer, printer, and/or electricity. Further, 
Internet downloads are usually only available in English and without necessary graphics (photos, 
diagrams, drawings). Distribution through workshops has the benefit of face-to-face contact, 
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however not all stakeholders can attend workshops. Partner distribution also has the benefit of 
person-to-person transmission, but is also limited to who they meet (if a specific training or meeting 
isn‘t arranged) and is high in cost for printing and delivery. 

6) The survey respondents indicated several major areas of opportunity for a WASH sector 
decision-making support tool, including: capacity building; awareness creation for solution options; 
capturing and sharing lessons learned; opportunity to share the greatest amount of information 
among the greatest number of users; facilitation of expanding options considered and making more 
informed choices; creation of efficiencies throughout entire process; helping to ensure people are 
really choosing what they want; empowering new or local WASH sector organizations or those 
whose primary focus is not WASH; to disseminate information on hygiene, cost recovery for 
sustainability, funding options, and sector contacts; and to address local conditions. 

7) If a WASH decision-making support tool were created now, respondents indicated it could 
potentially have the following benefits for the sector: help with sharing of best practices and 
experiential knowledge; become a primary reference tool; add efficiency through the entire process 
and expand the options considered; improve implementation rate; fit in well at the local, regional, 
and national levels where campaigns and programs are conceived; and would fit into planning and 
data management. Two potential negative impacts were raised: helping ―outsiders‖ think they can 
make the WASH choices for ―insiders‖, and could take away or replace the field participation 
exercises if the tool is reduced to an online questionnaire. 

8) Respondents were very thoughtful in indicating potential challenges in creating a single-source 
decision-making support tool for the WASH sector: way of presenting all the information; 
overcoming paradigms and resistance to change; providing something simple and accessible that 
also provides sufficient information for proper decision-making; difficult to be simple enough for 
regular use and meet all needs, difficult to imagine a tool with applicability across the board; 
addressing complex contexts, especially with regard to community impact, watershed impact, 
regulatory environment, resource availability, total cost of ownership/operation (life cycle cost), 
sustainability implications, carbon and water footprinting; to raise interest and consensus by all 
stakeholders to have common tool(s); building a tool that can be adjusted easily for the variety of 
WASH starting points at which many communities find themselves—e.g., shared unimproved, 
shared improved, household unimproved, household improved, etc.; low demand from larger 
organizations with proprietary tools; sector acceptability for data coordination and harmonization. 

Potential challenges in implementation identified: getting momentum for use and people signed 
on—without buy-in not worth the effort; prior failures going from CD-ROM into practice; making it 
accessible to people; helping to make good decisions without dialogue; credibility; potential loss or 
inaccurate assessment of site-specific and value system evaluations; finding a way to address the 
demand promotion aspect of WASH, particularly on the sanitation side, given its importance vis-à-
vis sanitation access technologies; determining when to link and when to decouple the clean water 
access and the sanitation aspects of WASH; resistance to change practices; to effectively represent 
local conditions, making it a good starting point but not for carry-through of process; government 
support and acceptance. 

The results of the survey revealed key findings: 

- many support tools exist, but there are few that address all WASH sub-sectors; 
- current tools have several drawbacks and are far from meeting all current needs; 
- governments were most frequently identified as having the most urgent or pressing need for 

a WASH sector tool;  
- multiple distribution methods and formats are required for greatest reach and uptake of any 

sector-wide tool; and 
- there are many areas of opportunity that will benefit the WASH sector if a WASH sector tool 
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is created, however there are also many challenges. 

Demonstration and Feedback on Prototype in West Africa 

As part of assembling the knowledge of other WASH sector efforts in West Africa, Pacific Institute 
staff presented in a plenary session at the West Africa Regional Sanitation and Hygiene Symposium 
in Accra in November 2009 (Palaniappan et al, 2009). This forum was organized by UNICEF, 
WaterAid, IRC, RCN Ghana, and West Africa Water Initiative (WAWI) to bring together practitioners, 
governments, and NGOs throughout the West Africa region. This was a key opportunity to present 
the concept of a decision-making support tool, and obtain feedback from the key audiences for such 
a tool. To prepare for this meeting, and to provide a clear example of a potential WASH decision-
making support tool in order to obtain more targeted feedback, we worked through the summer and 
fall of 2009 to create a mock-up demonstration of a decision-making support tool, which we named 
the Community Choices Tool. This helped us take advantage of a key opportunity to interact directly 
with future users of the tool so that we could integrate their ideas and feedback into the future tool 
development. 

We also contacted local organizations and agencies in West Africa—including local partners of well-
established international NGOs such as UNICEF, WaterAid, and World Vision—to get further 
feedback on the tool concept, and to set up meetings while we were in West Africa. Before and after 
the meeting, we met with local partners, practitioners, and local and national governments to 
conduct more detailed feedback surveys. Over the course of two weeks we conducted a local 
version of the needs assessment survey, coupled with a demonstration of the mock-up tool, through 
in-person interviews with symposium attendees, as well as local practitioners, government officials, 
and community-based organizations working in Accra, northern Ghana, Nigeria, Liberia, Mali, and 
Sierra Leone. 

From these interviews we determined the following: 
 

1) Local organizations, professional consultants and government technicians are using a limited set 
of old resources and proprietary tools to make decisions. Only one practitioner said she had heard 
of one of the free sanitation resources available online (the year old EAWAG Compendium of 
Sanitation Systems and Technologies PDF), but had never used it. 

2) Interviewees were pleased with the following aspects of the demonstration: 
- the tool considers aspects of the environment typically overlooked, such as soil type; 
- the tool considers whether or not there was sufficient interest and ability to maintain certain 

technology options, including physical ability of household or community members, available 
financial sources, and locally available materials; 

- the tool could be used by those in local and regional governments who are involved in 
planning and have the greatest need to synthesize or integrate the different types of 
information needed to determine sustainable options; 

- the tool will be developed in the country or regional context, ensuring appropriate questions 
and terminology are used; 

- the tool solves the problem of having to use many sources to gather information; 
- the tool helps provide a list of reasons why certain technologies may or may not work, which 

can be very useful in explaining why existing solutions are failing and how best to move 
forward and select an alternative solution; 

- the tool provides not only one solution, but many suggestions and their degree of 
appropriateness or ‗fit‘; 

- the simplicity of the tool‘s interface—you simply feed in answers, but the application behind 
this possesses a great wealth of information; and 

- the tool is helpful to those who are far away from cities, and are accustomed to figuring out 
solutions on their own. 
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3) Interviewees had the following reservations about the demonstration: 

- the tool may be too sophisticated for some of the target community members, for example 
those who are illiterate; 

- there weren‘t enough solutions (note: the mock-up only provided sanitation solutions, and 
only four solutions were loaded into the demonstration mock-up); 

- computers might be a deterrent—some community members might not be willing to work 
with someone who comes in and opens up a laptop computer or a foreign, inaccessible 
technology; 

- the tool would be difficult to use firsthand in the field especially where conditions are harsh 
for expensive and highly valued computers, unless it was in a printed format or had a 
complementary questionnaire where necessary data could be collected and then later 
entered into the tool; and 

- it might hinder innovation where practitioners are usually forced to be creative due to limited 
resources. 

 
4) Interviewees suggested and identified the following key areas for development of the tool: 

- to identify and approach the issues from the perspective of the communities in need—
―bottom to top—it promotes ownership‖ 

- to develop the tool with local experts 
- to design the questions so that they are accessible to non-experts 
- to include simple technologies and solutions 
- to include design specifications, and all necessary information for implementation 
- to provide a printed format 
- to provide a user manual, which includes information on how to use the tool in a participatory 

manner 
- to pilot the tool in a single country or area before developing it regionally 
- to establish support centers in each country, rather than regionally 

 
5) Interviewees envisioned the tool filling the following needs in their own organizations: 

- it would be very helpful in making difficult decisions that previously were made based on 
assumptions, the cheapest option available, and so forth; and 

- it would assist government practitioners who work in the community on an ongoing basis, 
sometimes with the most limited set of resources. 

Next Steps: Development of the West Africa Regional Community Choices Tool for WASH 

We want to change knowledge management in the WASH sector through creating a West Africa 
Regional Community Choices Tool. Decision-making support tools are a set of instructions or 
questions that help to guide a practitioner or community member to know what type of intervention 
is needed to bring a desired change. They incorporate material from multiple books, reports, and 
web pages, are formatted as algorithms, flow charts, or software programs, and are used by 
decision-makers and planners in fields as diverse as medical diagnosis, business management, and 
forestry and natural resources planning. Their main innovation and benefit is that they help organize 
large quantities of information to make it easier for the user to consider all the necessary information 
and make choices. While the concept of a decision-making support tool isn‘t new, providing it to 
rural communities, or those who alone are facing otherwise seemingly insurmountable water supply, 
treatment and sanitation challenges is. Based on this information, the CCT is being developed with 
input from both practitioners and communities. 

The CCT is many things, all in one application: a database of existing technologies which have 
proven to be workable locally and in other countries; a library of solution information on building, 
maintenance, finance, and community education; a directory for local practitioners, institutions and 
resources; a tool appropriate for non-expert and expert users that will assist in selecting from all of 
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the most appropriate water, sanitation, and hygiene solutions (not just water solutions alone, which 
is often the case); an accessible tool using local languages and photos and graphics for users with 
low literacy; and an interviewer for key information on community, cultural, economic and 
environmental context. The current prototype of the tool (www.washchoices.org) demonstrates just 
some of the things the Community Choices Tool can do, and also serves as a platform to get 
feedback that will aid in development of the first regional tool we are currently developing in West 
Africa. 

The West Africa regional Community Choices Tool will be developed through collaborative work 
with international and local partners in Ghana and Burkina Faso, including WaterAid, CREPA, World 
Vision, NewEnergy, Rural Aid and Pronet North. We will conduct learning sessions to gather 
feedback and input from communities, community-based organizations, other international NGOs, 
government agencies, and independent WASH practitioners. The input will be used to inform the 
design of the tool. We will then work with our local partners to pilot and promote use of the tool in 
key organizations providing services and support to underserved populations as well as in rural 
communities. Depending on availability of additional funds, the tool will be converted to print and 
phone formats, with translation into the major local languages.  

Photo 1. Learning session presentation at WASNET forum in Tamale. 

 

The first learning session in West Africa was conducted on 5 May 2011 in Tamale, Ghana, where 
the concept and demonstration prototype of the tool was presented at a water and sanitation 
network (WASNET) forum. Thirty (30) WASH stakeholders participated - from officials of local 
government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in water related fields, to health officials and 
consultants. The WASH stakeholders present welcomed the tool prototype for its simplicity and user 
friendliness, and saw it as a potentially useful component of the national CLTS program. 
Furthermore, field workers from the District Assemblies working on water, sanitation and guinea 
worm eradication saw the tool‘s potential to equip and also improve their understanding of water 
and sanitation problems and solutions. They believed that the tool will help them to be able to 
effectively communicate WASH issues to the communities under their sphere of influence. They 
also envisioned the tool being useful for issues and solutions as diverse as fluoride and arsenic 
treatment options, solid waste disposal and drainage and water treatment. 

 

http://www.washchoices.org/
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The Way Forward  

There is a real and urgent need for an easy-to-use yet comprehensive tool that can assist both 
communities and WASH practitioners during WASH intervention decision making. The Community 
Choices Tool will not only improve the sustainability, scale, coordination, and capacity of WASH 
efforts, but it will promote mutually-beneficial partnerships between communities, the private sector, 
government authorities, and LNGOs. What is the innovation? It will combine vast, existing sector 
knowledge and powerful technology to make vital information accessible to those who most need it.  
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