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Innovative Marketing: Removing the barriers to Ecological 
Sanitation in Lichinga, Niassa Province, Mozambique

The community organization ESTAMOS, in collaboration with WaterAid, have successfully 
driven a household based initiative to improve health and advocate for clean water and 
safe sanitation in Lichinga, the remote capital of the Niassa province in Mozambique. 
The organization has undertaken a participatory approach to improving sanitation by 
providing communities with a range of suitable sanitation technical options that can be 
implemented at the household level. In addition ESTAMOS has developed an innovative 
software component to water supply and sanitation that has led to sound project 
management and regular operations and maintenance at community level.  Together 
with –an ongoing M&E program that confirms high levels of project-level sustainability, 
ESTAMOS’s programmes have met with widespread success and resulted in ecosan now 
being actively promoted by the national government. 

ESTAMOS Organizaçao Communitária is a local Mozambican community organization that 
seeks to promote food security, advocate for integrated water supply, sanitation and hygiene 
work through innovative social marketing techniques, and to run awareness and education 
campaigns for the prevention and mitigation of HIV / AIDS. Using music to promote more 
sustainable sanitation, the organisation aims to drive public health improvements and 
advocate for clean water and the implementation and use of ecological sanitation (ecosan). To 
further enhance their work ESTAMOS formed a partnership with WaterAid to promote ecosan 
in Lichinga, the capital of the Niassa Province in Mozambique.
The low-cost ecosan solutions promoted by ESTAMOS are designed to reuse human excreta, 
providing a nutrient-rich fertilizer for application at both the household level (allotments) and 
for large scale application (farming). The adoption of ecosan technologies has benefited the 
community through increased crop yields, resulting in higher income generation. In addition, 
the corresponding health and hygiene benefits are positively impacting the community through 
a reduction in the incidence of ground water contamination and associated diseases. The 
widespread success of ecosan in the Niassa Province has resulted in the   acceptance and 
promotion of ecosan at the national level as a viable option for new developments. 

The importance of the issue
Combining traditional methods of awareness raising and community mobilisation 
techniques is essential to drive change at the local level. When promoted through a 
multifaceted approach, ecosan can successfully address health, hygiene and basic 
sanitation requirements, whilst protecting ground water sources from potential 
contamination and producing fertiliser which contributes to increased crop yields. The 
use of traditional songs by ESTAMOS has proved to be a powerful marketing tool in 
Mozambique resulting in rapid upscaling and acceptance of ecosan by urban, peri-urban 
and rural communities. It has highlighted the value of a tailor-made and locally adaptable 
methodology of introducing ecosan to ensure successful, sustainable and, ultimately, 
self-replicating integrated water, sanitation and hygiene. 

Population: 162,100
Land area: 290 km2

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
The provision of improved latrines, promoted by the government of Mozambique, faltered 
with the shift of donor funds at the end of the 1990s toward general budget support and 
away from specific project support (Manning & Malbrough, 2012). Many local latrine 
slab workshops consequently closed or were only sustained through emergency funds at 
a time when awareness of the importance of sanitation was growing, particularly at the 
provincial level in Niassa. Diseases such as cholera continued to undermine local health 
and water sector agencies began to recognise the limitations of projects that focused 
solely on water supplies. The sanitation policy was unclear, particularly at provincial level, 
and it was within this environment that ecological sanitation (ecosan) was introduced 
with considerable success. 
Lichinga is the provincial capital of Niassa, Mozambique’s poorest and most remote 
province. Located on the Lichinga Plateau and surrounded by pine plantations, the city 
experiences high rainfall rates of around 1200–1350 mm/year. As such access during 
the rainy season (December- April) is difficult and there is a high risk of groundwater 
contamination from pit latrines when the water table rises. The municipality of Lichinga 
has over 100,000 inhabitants and no formal sewerage system. Water-borne sanitation 
is minimal and limited to septic tanks, which the municipality is unable maintain. 
The majority of the population are farmers, though some are formally employed by 
government, non-governmental organisations or the private sector. Despite its isolation, 
weak cash-based economy and lack of formal infrastructure, Lichinga is growing causing 
increased competition for land and unchecked development ,on unsuitable marginalized 
marsh areas. As a result families live in close proximity, exacerbating the water and 
sanitation challenges.

Creating local demand for ecological sanitation (ecosan) in 
Lichinga, Niassa Province 
Following a 20 year civil war, the government of Mozambique marginalised traditional 
culture in an effort to inspire national unity. As a result a group called Massukos was 
formed with the aim of preserving cultural traditions, particularly through music. With 
time, development work became their primary focus and the community organisation 
ESTAMOS was born with the guitarist Feliciano dos Santos at its helm. The International 
non-governmental organisation WaterAid initially employed ESTAMOS to conduct 
research interviews related to water and sanitation. Their involvement deepened and in 
1999 ESTAMOS formed a formal partnership with WaterAid. Through this partnership, a 
pilot ecosan initiative was launched in the locations of Lichinga and Mandimba, another 
city located in the Niassa province.
ESTAMOS has applied a participatory approach, Participatory Hygiene and Sanitation 
Transformation (PHAST), to work with communities that express an interest in addressing 
their water and sanitation challenges using local resources. The community identifies key 
health problems they wish to address, which are evaluated to ensure the greatest impact 
on health and well-being within the community.
Participating communities are provided with a range of sanitation technologies to choose 
from, including traditional pit latrines, improved latrines and several ecosan options (Box 
1). This ensures ecosan is not perceived as being forced upon the community as the 
only option, nor does it contradict the health benefits that the traditional pit latrine has 
brought to the area in the past. 
A unique aspect of this programme is the use of music to promote ecosan and good 
hygiene, and transfer the message to the communities. Massukos reworks traditional 
songs to carry messages of sanitation, water and hygiene and to campaign to raise 
awareness in relation to HIV/AIDS, which are sung in the three most common traditional 
languages - Yao, Nyanga, and Makua. Massukos songs have become so popular and 
widely known that communities are often familiar with their songs prior to their visit 
through television and local radio stations.
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Social marketing techniques such as the use of local radio are also utilized to broadcast 
interviews of happy owners of ecosan latrines to highlight its advantages to the community. 
Meanwhile the use of demonstration latrines throughout Lichinga and Mandimba has 
further increased demand for ecosan in the region. Communities interested in sanitation 
can send representatives to latrine demonstration sites and are given the opportunity 
to talk to owners about their new systems. ESTAMOS also made use of an agricultural 
demonstration plot to showcase the benefits of excreta as a fertilizer, enhancing crop 
production and providing additional income. In areas where radio is less effective, the 
use of local drama (plays) has been utilised to reinforce messages of good sanitation 
practice and ecosan management.

ESTAMOS and WaterAid supported initiatives operating on the principles of educating 
the community to raise their knowledge and awareness of the available sanitation 
technologies, including both ecosan and basic pit latrine options.  The multi-faceted 
strategy adopted was developed to avoid a ‘one size fits all’ policy with households 
being invited to choose the sanitation option they prefer and undertake construction 
themselves. 
The primary ecosan latrine promoted was the Fossa Alterna, which consists of two 
permanent, partially lined, shallow (1.25 m) pits with a concrete latrine slab. The slab 
covers the pit in use and the superstructure serves to provide the user with privacy. When 
fresh excreta is deposited a mixture of ash and soil is added to the system. When the first 
pit is full (typically after approximately 12 months depending on the number of users) it is 
covered and allowed to decompose. The second pit is then used and when full, the first 
is prepared for reuse (contents are removed and applied as fertilizer). 
An alternative, the Arborloo, consists of one pit with a movable slab. When full, the slab is 
moved to a new pit and the full pit is covered with soil and a tree is then planted to make 
use of the high nutrient load. 

Massukos in action at Feira de 
Saude, raising awareness of sani-
tation challenges (Tim Cowley)

Manuel Oragy, adding ash and 
soil to his ecosan latrine, Muita 
village, Niassa province, Mozam-
bique. (Jon Spaull, WaterAid)
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Results
The benefit to the communities extends beyond the sanitation technology implemented 
and the associated health benefits of improved sanitation systems. For example, in 
several local villages crops grown using compost produced from the ecosan latrines are so 
productive that excess produce is available for communities to sell. The income generated 
from the increased harvest has been allocated to building more latrines and has enabled 
the villagers to buy clothing and school materials for their children. The community has 
also spent a proportion of the profits on increasing the number of wells that provide safe, 
clean water to the villagers. ESTAMOS’s strategy does not impose sanitation systems 
or behavioural change within a community. Their model is based on a strong personal 
involvement with communities by (the ESTAMOS director, and band leader) dos Santos 
and his team, and can serve as a model for other sustainable development programs. 
The pioneering work undertaken by ESTAMOS has been recognised through numerous 
international awards including the 2008 Goldman Environmental Prize for Africa. The 
band Massukos also achieved international recognition in 2005 when they were awarded 
the International Prize for Water, Creation and Arts at the annual Cannes Music Festival. 
Massukos has since released two albums through Poo Productions, a British film and 
music production company that promotes sanitation awareness in Africa. They have toured 
extensively, spreading   awareness of sanitation challenges globally and across Mozambique.

Farmer Omar Salima, displaying crops fertilised with compost from the ecosan 
latrine, Matamangwe village, Niassa Province (Thérèse Mahon, WaterAid)
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Lessons learned
The work undertaken by ESTAMOS in Mozambique is evidence of the imperative to provide 
a choice of sanitation technologies. Through this model, communities acknowledged the 
merits of ecological sanitation (ecosan) and often chose to implement these approaches 
within their household in place of the improved pit latrine. Explanations of the preferential 
selection of ecosan are outlined below:
•	 Constrained by fixed plot size, which limit the availability of space to construct 

new latrines (pits), the options promoted by ESTAMOS provide a good permanent 
alternative for the community.

•	 Ecosan concepts are simple to understand and in this programme demonstration 
sites and pilot installations were constructed in community leader’s homes. This 
facilitated awareness raising, promoted buy in and provided the community with a 
working system displaying the advantages of ecosan. ESTAMOS observed that once 
the community could witness the value of introducing the ash/soil mix to ensure 
toilets do not emit an odour or attract flies, management practices and utilization of 
the ecosan systems continually improved. 

•	 Families often found it difficult to locate enough dry soil to include in the ash 
mixture, and ash alone did not reduce the smell as effectively. This was addressed by 
ensuring some soil was kept dry to manage odours at the height of the rainy season. 
Furthermore the use of ash in ecosan latrines unexpectedly resulted in an increased 
frequency of handwashing at the household level, as the application of ash to the 
toilet necessitated hand washing to remove any excess ash.

•	 Ecosan latrines have a low moisture content reducing the attractiveness to 
mosquitoes that would otherwise live and breed within the superstructure. This has 
resulted in a decreased incidence of malaria within the households adopting ecosan.

•	 A key incentive of ecosan is the potential for added income generation, particularly 
in respect to households who depend upon farming for all or part of their income. 
The compost, generated can be applied to small vegetable allotments within a 
family’s yard resulting in increased yields. The practice of utilizing the compost for 
crop production is expanding and a number of households are implementing ecosan 
solutions for their main crop fields located outside the town. 

•	 Ecosan is a new concept within the Niassa province. As such many users refer it to as 
a modern toilet, which further contributes to its acceptance and increases demand 
within the province.

•	 The Niassa province is located in a high rainfall region and the soil conditions are 
such that many households noted their traditional latrines collapsed during the 
rainy season. However, ecosan systems such as the Fossa Alternas constructed 
before, and in some cases during the rainy season, did not collapse because pits are 
shallower and the first 30cms are lined with bricks. 

•	 Ongoing monitoring and evaluation (every 3-5 months) has proven to be critical as 
it has allowed ESTAMOS to identify problems and intervene rapidly at a household 
level. Monitoring also allowed ESTAMOS and WaterAid to develop their institutional 
knowledge, capturing results and lessons through process documentation. Findings 
indicated a consistent set of problems that emerged within the communities 
adopting ecosan, such as the use of small quantities of soil/ash to extend the life of 
the latrine. However, rapid identification of typical challenges has allowed many of 
these to be effectively addressed. 
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Replication

ESTAMOS has expanded beyond Lichinga and Mandimba and their fieldwork experience 
and excellent community relations have made them a leader in water and sanitation 
in Mozambique. They are currently engaging with three other districts in northern 
Mozambique and supporting non-governmental organisations in the Zambezia and Cabo 
Delgado provinces.  In one remote area a local chief working with ESTAMOS is leading 70 
villages to achieve 100% sanitation coverage - a first of this magnitude in Mozambique. 
ESTAMOS is now tackling urban sprawl in the capital city Maputo concentrating on the 
Costa del Sol, and Albasini Hulene barrios aiming at 100% sanitation coverage for 72 
villages and five districts in Maputo. 
The methodology employed by ESTAMOS and WaterAid is having an impact beyond 
the initial programmes. In Metangula, a small town on the shores of Lake Niassa, a 
programme has also been initiated using PHAST, demonstration models and radio 
broadcasts. The response to ecosan has been considerable, and the number of formal 
applications for Fossa Alterna latrines is expected to exceed 100 by the end of 2011. 
The widespread acceptance and success of ecosan has resulted in the Mozambican 
government recognising and actively promoting ecosan at a national level.

Budget and finances
Many initiatives and programmes have been undertaken in the Niassa province to 
improve access to basic sanitation, with communities finding that the compost produced 
increases crop yields, providing a surplus that can be sold to bolster household income. 
The profits are also able to provide additional funds to further upscale ecosan across the 
province. 

Key contacts
Mr Feliciano dos Santos, Executive Director: ESTAMOS. 
Email: santoscalisto@gmail.com.
Website: http://www.massukos.com or www.estamos.org.mz 
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