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Community driven demand for improved sanitation 
facilities 

In 2002 WaterAid, in partnership with the Central Church of Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), 
initiated a low cost latrine building programme in Embangweni, Malawi. The project 
introduced a number of ecological sanitation latrines to the community which was largely 
comprised of subsistence farmers. The project aimed to stimulate demand for sustainable 
sanitation, utilising community mobilisation to develop a sustainable programme beyond 
the scope of the project. There was rapid uptake of ecological sanitation at the community 
level, once the link to the production of cost effective fertilizer was established. This 
resulted in the households becoming powerful advocates for ecosan, rapidly upscaling 
the project which is now, as a result of community mobilisation, self-promoting within 
the region.

The town of Embangweni, located in north-western Malawi, has a high resident population 
of subsistence farmers, who have in recent years experienced increasing levels of poverty, 
exacerbated by declining soil fertility. It was into this environment of decreasing soil fertility and 
increasing costs of artificial fertiliser that ecological sanitation (ecosan) was first introduced in 
2002, following a partnership between WaterAid and the Central Church of Africa Presbyterian 
(CCAP). The fundamental principle of the ecosan latrine, is to consider waste as a valuable 
resource that when managed correctly can provide an economically viable fertiliser. 
In addition, the latrines provide a safe, low cost, easily constructed sanitation facility for the 
household, improving hygiene and preventing contamination of the immediate environment 
and surrounding groundwater resources. While initially the project worked with a number of 
enthusiastic community members, there was rapid uptake of the ecosan ideas by households 
in Embangweni. This occurred once they observed the link to the production of rich fertiliser 
and the subsequent increase in crop yield. As a result, families became powerful advocates for 
ecosan, with many more households adopting the technology due to the successful examples 
seen. Now, as a result of community mobilisation, the scheme is self-promoting within the 
region with 1,500 ecosan toilets being constructed in Embangweni, and a total of 6,023 ecosan 
latrines having been constructed nationwide by June 2005.   

The importance of the issue
Adapting the implementation of tools and techniques to the local context is imperative 
to ensure long term sustainability of sanitation programmes. Ecological sanitation 
(ecosan) is rapidly becoming an acceptable method of sanitation even amongst those 
communities initially resistant to the concept. This is largely due to awareness raising 
campaigns and the use of local champions to showcase the benefits of ecosan. The 
contribution of ecosan to income generation through the production of fertilizer and its 
contribution to improved health and hygiene within the community have been especially 
effective at promoting the technology. Furthermore, providing communities with a choice 
in respect to the sanitation systems they construct and implement has resulted in the 
improved long term operation and maintenance of latrines and also in the increased rates 
of adoption, following recognition of the benefits that ecosan offers to the community.

Population: 5.000

Part financed by the European Commission and running from December 2009 to November 2012, ACCESSanitation is working directly 
with cities in India and the Philippines to tackle inadequate urban sanitation. In addition, the project is also promoting sustainable 
sanitation on a larger scale through the transfer of good practice elsewhere in the target countries as well as from and to cities in Sub-
Saharan Africa. ACCESSanitation is coordinated by the ICLEI European Secretariat located in Freiburg, Germany. 
For more information visit: www.accessanitation.org
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Local context
Malawi is considered one of the poorest and least urbanised countries in Africa, with 
approximately 53%1 of the population recorded as existing below the poverty line. This is 
manifested through the lack of access to safe water and basic sanitation. Malawi is also 
considered to be a ‘water-stressed’ country (less than 1000 to 1700 m3/person/year2), 
a situation which is becoming increasingly exacerbated through rapid urbanisation and 
exponential population growth. As the country’s population grows, water availability is 
predicted to decline further with projections estimating that Malawi’s available water will 
drop to a level making Malawi  a ‘water scarce’  nation (less than 1000 m3/person/year2)  
by 2015. This will adversely affect agricultural productivity and when combined with the 
existing decline in soil productivity, will further exacerbate rising poverty levels. 
Embangweni, a town in the Mzukuzuku traditional authority located in the Mzimba district 
of north-western Malawi, is home to over 5,000 people. The land in Embangweni has 
become so leached of nutrients over the last few decades that soil fertility is estimated to 
have decreased by 60% in the last 10 years3. Subsistence farmers now require artificial 
fertiliser to improve their declining crop yields and the increasing population is putting 
pressure on the availability of fertile land. In addition, the price of artificial fertilizer has 
increased to unaffordable levels leaving farmers trapped in a cycle of declining fertility 
leading to decreasing yield and consequently a reduction in income with which to buy 
fertiliser.

Community engagement generates demand for sustainable 
sanitation (ecosan) at the household level
In 2003 the Central Church of Africa Presbyterian (CCAP) Synod of Livingstonia undertook 
an eight year shallow well water-supply project which identified ‘community spirit’ and 
‘volunteerism’ as key to long term sustainability. Based on their experience within the 
sector and knowledge of strategic entry points, CCAP partnered with WaterAid, to 
design a latrine building project with the aim of promoting ecological sanitation at the 
community level. 
The project initially worked with enthusiastic community members willing to try a new 
approach to sanitation. These individuals had previously established a relationship with 
CCAP and quickly made the economic link to increased crop production from application 
of faeces as fertiliser. Initial resistance to ecological sanitation (ecosan) in the community 
was rapidly overturned once the results were observed, leading to the initiative becoming 
largely self-promoting, with some farmers, unprompted, adopting the practice of applying 
urine as a fertiliser and running their own experiments to compare yields. 
Demonstration sites were constructed with the aim of breaking down any initial resistance 
and preconceptions of ecosan and to explain   the mechanics of latrine emptying whilst   
communicating to the community that the contents were not distasteful to handle. 
Local masons with an entrepreneurial background were trained in latrine slab making 
as well as ecosan marketing techniques. The masons, as ‘ecosan promoters’, were 
responsible for managing all sanitation activities in their area. The promoters then 
contributed to the up-scaling of the project by training other masons to act as ‘agents’, 
to build and sell slabs and latrines in areas the promoters could not cover. A quarter of 
the agent’s profits from the sale of a latrine slab would then be paid to the promoter who 
trained him. In Embangweni and the nearby Ekwendeni it is common for a successful 
agent to then develop into a promoter, training agents of their own and further up-scaling 
the project. 
The projects established a subsidy policy to increase the sustainability of the initiative in 
the long term. This required the householder to make a financial contribution towards the 
cost of the slab, increasing its value to the individual and ensuring it was more likely to be 
maintained and utilised. The project allowed for the price of the slab to remain constant 
while the masons initially received cement at a subsidised rate. This made it financially 
worthwhile for the masons to promote latrine production to maximise their profits. 
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At the start of the project, subsidised cement was provided to the masons and monitored 
with receipt books during monthly meetings. This process ensured that those masons 
using the cement efficiently were rewarded with the provision of more cement or cash 
to purchase cement. After nine months the demand for the latrine slabs increased and 
so the project was able to reduce the subsidy for concrete from US$ 2.10 per slab, to 
US$ 1.40. While this increased the cost of cement to the masons, the price to the final 
consumer remained consistent and the reduction in the mason’s unit profit was off-
set by the increased turnover. Due to the uptake of ecosan by the community through 
the highly successful internal promotion process,  the application of more structured 
advertising campaigns - such as the application of sanitation clubs, village committees, 
posters, participatory hygiene and sanitation transformation (PHAST), drama, radio, 
community theatre, tree planting, and advocacy by entrepreneurs and masons -  was not 
considered necessary. Anecdotal evidence suggested that ‘word of mouth’, particularly 
between women, was the most effective communication channel in Embangweni for the 
promotion of this scheme.

Results
Using small-scale private sector organisations and a social marketing approach, over 
1,500 low cost ecosan latrines have been built in Embangweni with a further 300 units 
in Ekwendeni, of which 75% were Arborloos. In Salima, a central district in Malawi, and 
surrounding areas, over 500 units have been built (a mixture of Arborloos and Fossa 
Alterna). However, despite the technology being on display in the demonstration areas 
few urine diverting systems (Skyloos) have been built. The low adoption rates of the 
Skyloos may be a result of the increased costs of the system and the low storage capacity 
of the urine collecting vaults. 
A surprising result of the project was the tremendous success of the children’s latrines. 
With special promotions including a ‘two for the price of one’ offer, providing a free child 
latrine slab for every full size adult slab purchased. An evaluation of the use of children’s 
latrines highlighted three factors contributing to the increased incidence of use: 
•	 Both the men and women encouraged and directed their children to use the latrine. 

Although the men were focused on the contribution to the fertiliser, rather than 
the hygiene aspects, the end result was a significant reduction in children’s faeces 
around the house compound and therefore improved hygiene.

•	 The children’s latrine has no superstructure as privacy during defecation is not an 
issue which has the additional advantage that the latrine does not become a habitat 
for snakes and insects. 

•	 Women no longer had to pick up their children’s faeces and place them into the 
latrine eliminating the practice of handling children’s faeces had a health benefits for 
the entire family. 

Fertiliser produced from a Fossa Alterna pit, with one 
pit producing four bags of humus (Peter Morgan)
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All the promoted ecosan latrines operate through the application of soil and ash to 
the faeces, which rapidly breaks down to produce compost. The process is odourless, 
provided too much moisture is not present in the pit. Furthermore the latrines are cost 
effective as the only raw material necessary for construction is cement for the latrine slab 
(80cm diameter). 
Examples of ecosan  technologies constructed in Malawi include the following:
The Arborloo: Shallow pit (1.2m in depth) serves a family of five for six months and 
comprises a slab and movable superstructure. When the pit is full the slab and 
superstructure are moved to a new pit. Soil is added to the full pit and a sapling placed 
into the soil. Prolonged use results in an orchard with an economic value to the household.
Fossa Alterna: This latrine is similar to Arborloo, except it is constructed with two shallow 
pits (1.5m in depth), with one pit in use, while the second full pit matures.  When soil is 
placed on the maturing pit, it becomes ideal for growing tomato plants, the watering of 
plants assisting the composting process. The system serves a family of 5 -7 for one year.
Skyloo: Urine-diverting latrine with two brick vaults above ground, squatting slabs 
and a superstructure. Faeces mature in the vaults, which are rotated. The Skyloo 
urine vault has a volume of 1 m³ and serves a family of 5-7 members for 12-15 months. 

Fossa Alterna system with perma-
nent superstructure housing the the 
twin pits (Peter Morgan)

Pit design for improved household sanitation (Peter 
Morgan)
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Lessons learned
This project demonstrated the need to provide a number of ecological (ecosan) 
sanitation options (Box 1), to allow individual households in the community to select the 
latrine that is most suited to their needs. Providing a choice of options also enhances the 
sustainability of the facilities constructed, as households often demonstrate improved 
ownership of the facility, resulting in improved long-term operation and maintenance at 
the household level. , 
Advocacy: Identifying a local champion is essential; at the start of the project this was a 
WaterAid representative. However, over time champions emerged at both the project and 
village level and were instrumental in driving ecosan in Malawi. 
Gender roles: Traditional pit latrines are approximately 3m deep. The physical task of 
digging the pits therefore typically belongs to the men in the community and if they 
did not excavate a pit, women were denied access to safe sanitation. The Arborloo 
however requires a pit depth of 1.2m, which the women in Embangweni were able to 
dig themselves. Furthermore women made excellent ecosan promoters and slab and 
latrine makers, and were therefore able to generate additional income for the household. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that when men see the value of faeces as a fertilizer, they 
‘reclaim’ the role of family latrine builder3. 
Strong selling points: The main driver for a household to change from a traditional 
pit latrine to ecosan derived from the financial benefit gained from the production of 
compost. For householders that were changing from the practice of open defecation to 
ecosan, prestige and well-being were seen to be an additional bonus. Health implications 
were secondary to the financial benefits of the compost and so latrine promoters targeted 
the benefits of reuse in their campaigns. 
Agricultural opportunities: Households were able to grow cash crops (maize, cabbages, 
tomatoes and tobacco) using the compost from the Fossa Alterna latrines as a fertilizer. 
The fertiliser produced from the ecosan latrines also enabled the households to grow 
other crops such as granadillas, kabuthu (dwarf banana) and papayas which ripen in a 
shorter timeframe than other crops, increasing their marketability for many households. 
Safety and ease of construction: Arborloos are safer than the traditional pit latrines, 
easier to construct, and less prone to collapse as such they consistently ranked highly 
within the community. 
Supervision and follow-up: Some households did not add sufficient soil and ash to the 
pit following use, as they were afraid the pits would fill too quickly. This resulted in smelly 
latrines, which required follow up visits to advise how to rectify the problem.

Banana tree growing on an Arborloo, producing fruits within just a year (Peter Morgan)
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Design and construction-related considerations: Households with satisfactory traditional 
latrines were not in a hurry to change to ecosan latrines, stating that they would wait for 
their current latrine to fill before adopting ecosan. 
Project transport dependence: Transportation is often the most significant hidden cost 
in any sanitation building programme, particularly when there are inefficiencies such 
as delivering one or two bags of cement in large pick-ups to remote rural villages. To 
overcome this, the project developed a system whereby the masons collected cement 
from a central CCAP store. For the project to scale-up a sustainable delivery system is 
crucial and solutions need to be identified to increase the range of the central workshop. 
Options include bicycle-trailers or using schools as distribution, promotion and 
educational centres responsible for stock keeping, transport and re-ordering cement.

Replication

Following the initial introduction of ecosan at Embangweni, sustainable sanitation 
technologies have been successfully expanded within Malawi. Training programmes have 
been conducted in Lilongwe and the concept is now promoted nationally. The CCAP 
extended its operations to Ekwendeni (Mzuzu City in northern Malawi) which along with 
Embangweni acted as learning centres with technology demonstrations sites. Interested 
organisations bring chiefs, farmers and extension workers to CCAP prior to implementing 
their own programmes. 

Non-governmental organisations such as WaterAid, Dwangwa, the Canadian funded 
COMWASH Project and InterAid, amongst others have supported the construction 
of over 10,000 low cost ecosan toilets (75% Arborloos and 25% Fossa Alterna). Urine 
diverting technology and improved traditional latrines are also promoted to ensure 
communities have a range of options. In addition, the ownership and development 
of ecosan in surrounding areas such as Epwangini are no longer controlled by CCAP 
and WaterAid and are now driven by the communities. Excellent internal promotion 
strengthened relations between communities.

Budget and finances
The cost of the Arborloo and Alterna Fossa is equal to or less than the cost of a traditional 
pit latrine. If the demand for fertilizer in the area is high, then the production and 
distribution of latrine slabs should operate on a full cost-recovery basis, including a profit 
for the mason and the ecological sanitation latrine promoter. Further work is needed to 
assess the different promotion, production and marketing strategies applied to date and 
to identify more sustainable funding mechanisms and supply streams to make the slabs 
more affordable and available to the wider community.

Key contacts
Dr. Peter Morgan
Email: aquamor@mweb.co.zw
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