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Key Gaps in MDG WaSH Gains 

1. Access ≠ Intended Benefits

Goal 7, Target 7c:"Halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation” (from 1990 baseline)



Key Gaps in MDG WaSH Gains 

2. Access Inequality

Goal 7, Target 7c:"Halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation” (from 1990 baseline)



• “In fact, health and sanitation problems within informal settlements 
exacerbate and create new risks”

– UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, Global Assessment Report 2015

• “Peri-urbanization also results in conflicts in basic needs and 
resources such as water”

• “The lack of water can thus be an inhibiting factor to sound urban 
growth and peri-urban livelihood”

– UNCTAD Science, Technology and Innovation for Sustainable Urbanization Report 2015

• “… the most basic infrastructure services—water, energy, 
sanitation, and solid waste management—need to be provided for 
all residents, urban and peri-urban alike”

– Planning, Connecting, and Financing Cities-Now, The World Bank, 2013

Peri-Urban Informal Settlements and WaSH



• Urbanization is rapidly occurring in Melanesia (3-4% pa)
• Migration + Unaffordable housing = Informal settlements
• Informal settlement populations in cities sizable (20 – 45%)
• Information about these settlements is scarce
• Lack basic services; but utilities face barriers to provide these
• No comprehensive meaningful sanitation projects afoot



• New measures of WaSH improvement that can indicate the 
extent of sustained use beyond just access? 

• New measures of genuine WasH success that can indicate the 
extent of local capabilities and well-being?

• Innovative processes toward research and intervention that 
can indicate local participation and capacity building?

Research Question



• Work in partnership with impoverished peri-urban 
communities and local enabling actors

• to understand community motivations underpinning 
current use/ future aspirations of WaSH services, and 

• to help to foster the conditions under which

• sustained, self-determined WaSH exchange systems can 
operate in these settings

Research Objectives
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Eight informal settlements - Fiji, Vanuatu, Solomon Is, PNG.

Research Communities
2013-16



• “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing 
practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” 
(Reason and Bradbury, 2001, p1)

• “systematic approach that seeks knowledge for social action” (Fals-
Borda and Rahman, 1991)

• “methods of reflection upon their own situations, knowledge and 
capabilities, and utilising these to take meaningful action”(Murray 
and Ozanne, 1991)

• “the act of doing research helps consumers develop new capacities, 
and is empowering” (Ozanne and Saatcioglu, 2008)

Research Approach: Participatory Action 
Research
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May, Shaw, Orlando, and Boxelaar (2003):The Regional Institute

cyclical and iterative process 
of reflection, education, and 
action to promote change and 
social justice (Somekh, 2006).

human actors are influenced by 
causes and social structures 
that constrain their awareness 
and potential (Fals-Borda 2001).



Research activities

• Participatory workshops
• Transect walks
• Focus group discussions
• Individual interviews
• Ladder of life construction
• Household systems mapping
• Household WaSH diaries
• Community exchange visits
• Collaborative planning
• Action and monitoring
• Impact evaluation

Varied and hybridized methods 
 bottom-up understanding of 
life and WaSH experiences and 
consumption and 
marketing/economic 
exchanges  



Access ≠ Use
Use ≠ Well-being

Key Findings



• Access vs. Usability

– “CSO worked with community in the past to install RW tanks for 
emergencies. Fence was pulled down, then tap stolen, so 
unused now” (Female, Fiji) 

– “only those near stand pipes have sufficient water- those that 
live far do not have enough water” (FGD)

– “NGO gave us a new water tank, however in the community all 
the roofing were damaged so the tanks was brought to my 
house because I have good iron roofing and clean spouting. 
They promise to bring us cement but they did not return yet.” 
(Male, Vanuatu, Post-Pam)

Key Findings



• Immediate vs. Sustained Usability
– “The last water infrastructure was a piped network, installed by 

JICA (Japanese Aid) a couple of years ago. They installed a 
network and ran it from the main road, connecting to a meter 
and then the UNELCO supply. This meant that a community of 
1000+ people only had one meter- consequently, not everyone 
was paying their bills, and it was felt that some people were 
using more than others …This resulted in someone cutting the 
plastic piping, so that nobody had water anymore” (Researcher 
daily summary)

– vandalised because it didn’t meet social needs of exchange, so 
now no one has water. Wouldn’t be too difficult to replace pipe, 
but clearly not a technical problem at the root of the issue 

Key Findings



• Usability vs. Well-being

– “Obviously the water supply we currently using is not clean. But we 
have no choice because there is no other water source we can have 
access to for drinking and cooking.“ (Solomon Islands female FGD)

– “The toilets are not too good. And bathrooms… others just fill water in 
buckets and splash themselves on the lawn.” (Vanuatu LoL men)

– “there is no proper tap to turn it on so they just leave it like that 
(always running), but they pay for the water bill.” (SI transect walk)

– “It is difficult to wash the menstruation used clothes at the water 
stand pipes because we are overcrowded and people will be watching.  
Some women waited till it dark … there is not money to purchase stay 
free (MHM brand) from the shop.” (Female FGD)

Key Findings



Access? Use? Well-being?Access-Use-Well-being



Access-Use-Well-being

The goal of human development should be an increase in 
human well-being, not a reduction in poverty per se. 

- Amartya Sen



• Community Well-being Aspirations
– “We want our settlement to be subdivided because we wanting 

to own the land.”

– “We would like to have a small pipe for toilets so we can 
connect straight to the sewer line so we don’t keep using the 45 
gallon drums.”

– “Our kids to be well educated and reach higher education levels 
like USP and tertiary institutions.”

– “Also a market and business license for the ladies. We have a lot 
of talented ladies that are good at sewing, baking pies, cakes”

– “to always look out for each other and work together.”

In fact, throughout data, huge recognition of the "social" and "working 
together" as a necessary ingredient of well-being

Key Findings



• Holistic concept
– what people do in their lives (doings)
– kind of identity they develop in doing so (beings)
– not (only) what they possess (havings)

• Not merely the opposite end of ill-being
– Removing constraints can help reduce ill-being
– Innate capabilities necessary to experience well-being (Robeyns, 2005)

• Can only come about via the exercise of personal agency
– autonomous capacity to act and bring about a personally meaningful 

change (Lindeman, 2012)
– cannot be given to or imposed on people and communities

Well-Being



• WaSH policy must include the needs of informal settlements
– be developed via bottom-up, participatory processes
– focused on fulfilling community well-being and aspirations
– empower informal settlement people to think and act (agency)
– embrace emergent solutions from informal settlements

• WaSH programs must go beyond providing access
– deliver a great service
– monitoring and technical support for appropriate use
– Invest in organisational capacity of informal settlements
– help broker exchanges - informal-social vs. formal-economic rules

Implications for WaSH Practitioners

There’s no single approach worth advocating for on a large scale – we need to shift away 
from advocating for ‘silver-bullet’ paradigms like PHAST, CLTS, sanitation marketing, but 
rather advocate for a localised approach – take a little more time to work with the 
community to collectively decide what to do. - Robert Chambers, Water and Health 
Conference, Oct 2014
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Emergence of institutions and systems
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