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Despite significant progress for the past 10 years, the malnutrition rate is still very high in Laos and 

is one of the main challenges to overcome in order to reach the Government’s objective to graduate from 
least developed country status by 2026. The Northern Provinces of Laos are particularly affected with 54% 
of the children under 5 stunted in Phongsaly (LSIS2, 2017). One of the key underlying causes of malnutrition 
is poor access to hygiene and sanitation facilities. In 2018, less than 60% of the households in the Northern 
Provinces used water and soap to wash their hands, and hardly 50% of them used improved hygiene facilities. 
This resulted in high frequency of diarrhoea and gastrointestinal diseases, affecting the growth and well-being 
of children, and the health of mothers with serious consequences for those who are pregnant or lactating 
(SCALING baseline survey, 2018) 

The Sustainable Change Achieved Through Linking Nutrition and Governance Project (SCALING, 
funded by the European Union) is implemented between December 2017 and June 2022 in four Provinces 
in Northern Laos by a consortium of four INGOs: Save the Children (SCI) as lead of the consortium and in 
charge of activities in Luang Prabang, ChildFund Laos (CFL) for Huaphanh, CARE International (CARE) for 
Luang Namtha and Comité de Coopération avec le Laos (CCL) for Phongsaly. SCALING aims at improving 
the health and nutrition status of children under 5, pregnant and lactating women, women in reproductive 
age and adolescent girls through a comprehensive and multi-sector approach.  This includes i) Social Behavior 
Change Communication; ii) health system strengthening of health facilities at local and district level; iii) 
women economic empowerment with a support and training on gender equality in relationships and how to 
reduce the women workload; iv) Water Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) Marketing to improve access to 
selected WASH products, particularly water filters and latrines by households, and the 
construction/rehabilitation of water supply systems at village level; v) support to Nutrition Governance to 
enhance the coordination of nutrition-related activities at kumban, village and district level with integration 
of policies and priorities set at national level.  

WASH activities under SCALING contribute to the National Nutrition Strategy (NNS) and the 
strategy of the Government to eradicate open defecation practices in the country by 2025.  

 
 
 

SCALING project was implemented in 422 villages: most are located in hard-to-reach (particularly in 
Phongsaly Province) and forest-mountain areas. Access to water is a major constraint in many of the target 
villages.   

Accessibility to a permanent and safe source of water is limited by the following challenges that are 
inter-related:  

• poor maintenance of the existing water supply facilities (dwell, boreholes or “namlin”) due to the 
high costs for repairing and/or the lack of capacities at village level to manage and maintain the system; 

• investment or external support to build/rehabilitate water supply systems are not enough to cover 
the needs, particularly in hard-to-reach areas; 

• natural springs and source of water are not enough to cover the needs, particularly in the mountains 
where water sources are limited, while the population is increasing; 

THE CONTEXT 

THE CHALLENGE 
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• climate changes affect the level of water source (river or spring water in the mountains are often 
dry); 

• poor practices for water protection and storage: there is no (or very few) systems to collect the rain 
water. At village and household levels, the population is not aware of practices to save water (public 
tap is often open and water is flowing a long time even if it is not used, etc.); 

• in some districts in Phongsaly and Luang Namtha provinces, the expansion of crops such as sugar 
cane or maize as well as animal raising that require a lot of water affect the quantity of water to be 
used for human activities in the village as the level of water source is already limited; 

• poor practices to protect the environment in Laos (deforestation, low soil protection, massive use 
of pesticides and chemicals) is also a major challenge for the accessibility of safe water in the villages; 

• lack of capacities and WASH expertise within the Government department and even in Laos; 
• in addition, staff turn-over, lack of equipment and low budget limit the Government’s capacities to 

invest and support the villages to improve the access to water in remote areas. 

 

 

 

SCALING implementation is based on the lessons learnt from past projects and experiences of the 
Consortium partners. For WASH infrastructure, CCL has provided its expertise on WASH and shared the 
lessons learnt from the Scaling Up convergent program Approaches to improve food and nutrition security 
in Nothern Laos (SUPA) project, funded by the European Union between 2015 and 2019 in Luang Namtha 
and Phongsaly provinces. Under the technical leadership of the CCL WASH expert, the consortium partners:  

• Strengthen the capacities of the Government counterparts, especially Nam Saat at district level as 
part of the District Health Office, Provincial and District Health Office through the organization of 
trainings and study tours. Water supply systems and the WASH marketing approach have been 
integrated in the same trainings in order to enhance synergies between these activities.  

• Support and improve the relations with the private sector, the community sale agents trained on the 
WASH products and the Government counterparts (Nam Saat). Trainings have been organized with 
representatives of each of these stakeholders. A specific training on safety and security on 
construction sites was organized in 2020, in order to refresh and strengthen the capacities on this 
topic. This contributed also to strengthen capacities on child safeguarding principles for the project 
staff and others stakeholders involved in construction of WASH infrastructure (water supply systems 
or latrines) at village level. 

• Select villages for the rehabilitation or construction of a water supply system and support the 
community mobilization. 

• Organize and implement a feasibility study of the water supply system in the village. This included a 
technical survey but also discussions with the communities on their needs, their interests and 
capacities to contribute in cash and in kind to the construction and the maintenance of the system 
once it has been handed over to the community. 

• Organize a meeting at village level on water safety planning: a Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) is 
signed between the village, the Government’s representatives (DHO) and SCALING. Under this 
agreement, the village is committed to i) be involved in the construction; ii) to provide labor force 
and the local materials available for the construction; iii) to protect the water sources and the 
surrounding environment; iv) to maintain the water supply system in close collaboration with Nam  

YOUR FIRST IDEA/SOLUTION 
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• Saat department; v) to promote improved hygiene practices in the village (at least all households shall 
build a latrine if they don’t have one yet). 

• Support the village to create a water management committee in charge of organizing the village for 
the construction (labor force, local materials available, contributions in kind if any), the supervision 
of the construction, the maintenance of the system once handed over, and the collection of water 
fees. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

• Prepare the design and tender documents (bill of quantities) for the selection of materials suppliers, 
based on the technical survey and the discussion with the communities;  

• Select a supplier for the materials that can’t be provided by the villagers and not available locally,   
• Organize an orientation meeting for the technicians (Nam Saat staff) in charge of the supervision of 

the construction on site. It includes technical orientation, but also safety, child safeguarding principles, 
prevention against human traffic, sexual abuses, harassment to prevent any abuses that may occur 
during the construction (forced labor, child labor, etc.);  

• Organize the delivery of the materials on site, following the required principles (safety, etc.) in close 
collaboration with the Government partners and the village leaders;   

• Supervise and provide support to the Nam Saat technicians and the village authorities during the 
construction, especially at the beginning of the construction, when 50% of the work is completed and 
at 100% of the work done;  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Feasibility study, Phongsaly District (December 2020). 
Photographer: Sisane XAINAVONG 

Community mobilisation. Sing District. October 2020. 
Photo by CARE International. 

Construction of the water tank, 
Luang Prabang Province – February 2021 

Photographer: Sisane XAINAVONG 

 

Installation of pipes - Khamkoer Village, 
Boun Neua District Phongsaly province. June 2020 

Photographer: Sisane XAINAVONG 
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• Organize a hand over ceremony once the final construction has been completed and approved, with 
the participation of the multi-sector team from the district, representatives of the Provincial Health 
Department, the District Governor, the village authorities and the whole community. This is also the 
opportunity to sensitize the community on the importance of hygiene, and remind the commitments 
included in the MoA; 

• Organize follow-up support visits to the water management committee to ensure that it is 
functioning, there is no issue for the use and the maintenance, as well as for the collection of water 
fees; 

• Organize a test of water quality six months after use, to check the quality of the water and to identify 
any potential source of contamination. Samples are collected by the Nam Saat department and sent 
to a lab (in Luang Prabang). The results are explained and discussed with the community. In case a 
contamination is detected, an orientation meeting is organized by the water management committee 
in close collaboration with the WASH marketing team (community sale agent, village chief, etc.) 

 
 
 
Many challenges came up during the implementation and generated the following lessons learnt.  

• Nam Saat capacities are very limited, particularly in Phongsaly province while this may be the most-
in-need province in terms of water supply system construction/rehabilitation. Therefore, in 
coordination with the Provincial Health Department, officers from other districts (Bountaï and Mai) 
have been solicited to participate in the activities and supervise the construction work on site. These 
two Nam Saat officers have strengthened their capacities and are now known for their new expertise 
on WASH infrastructures at Provincial level. 

• A WASH manual has been developed by CCL and its partners: it documents all the technical 
knowledge, describes step by step SCALING’s approach to build the water supply systems and 
includes a set of templates and tools that can be used for any future interventions to build or 
rehabilitate a water supply system. The WASH manual is disseminated in the four Provinces and can 
be downloaded on SUN CSA website. https://suncsalaos.org/  and CCL website: https://ccl-
laos.org/fr/ in Lao and English version 

• To build a water supply system requires many steps that are not only technical. To ensure the 
sustainability of the system, its proper use by the community and its maintenance, to support the 
community mobilization and the social water management (water management committee, rules to 
use and share the water) is very important. It means to spend a lot of time to discuss with the village 
and to organize several visits to ensure that the community is committed as well as in a short-term 
period for the construction, but also in the long-term (for the maintenance, etc.). 

• To sustain the supply system, it is also important to consider the multi-sector approach: water can 
be used for agriculture activities so the District Agriculture and Forestry Office should be involved 
in the feasibility study and then when the supply system is used. The District Health Office through 
the Nam Saat is involved in all steps described above. The District Department of Environment shall 
also be involved for the feasibility study in order to assess the impact on the environment, and then 
to support the community to protect the water sources and the surrounding environment.  

LEARNING AND ADAPTING 
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• To keep the water catchment clean shall be ensured: as part of the multi-sector approach, the District 
Agriculture and Forestry office and the District Department of Environment shall train and support 
the water management committee and sensitize the village on the contamination by chemicals and 
environment protection. 

 
A gender approach is also very important to 
consider and include in all steps. Indeed, fetching water 
is very time consuming for women in remote and rural 
areas in the Northern Provinces. Some women have 
reported that they can spend more than three hours 
for collecting water every day. In Khamkoer village 
(Boun Neua District, Phongsaly province), some said 
“before, we had to wait a long time to get water because 
the spring is very small. It was even until 3 am, even for the 
children!”. As they are the first users, the sensitization 
and all the approach had to be gender-sensitive 
and adapted to the women (meetings in the 
village in the night, after dinner to ensure that women 
are available, drawings and translation support to ensure that they understand the discussions as 
many ethnic women are not literate in Lao, …). Women shall be members of the water management 
committee at a leadership and decision role (not only being accountant). 

 
Installation of a water meter: Usually in Laos, 
interventions include the construction of a public 
water tap in the villages that benefit from support to 
build/rehabilitate water supply systems. However, 
the use of public taps has some constraints: low 
attention to save water, lower ownership and thus 
low maintenance (the village relies more on external 
support for public services and infrastructures), low 
privacy for bathing and risks of abuse (for women, 
children and adolescent girls), waste of time and 
queue to fetch water if everybody comes at the same 
time. The table below presents the advantages and 
disadvantages of installing a water meter at household level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting water at home, Nambak District, 
Luang Prabang Province- December 2020 

Photographer: Keosouda Orya 

Water meter in Sin, Luang Namtha ( January 2021). 

Photographer: Sisane XAINAVONG 
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 Advantages Disadvantages Cost 

Without a 
water meter at 
household level 

• Lower cost 
• Indirect positive social 

impacts of sharing and 
managing a common 
infrastructure. Fetching 
water is an opportunity to 
meet and talk about some 
issues, share information; 
solve problems or 
conflicts, 

• Less technical work or 
support is required for 
the construction 

• Public water taps are often 
broken because many people 
have to share the same taps 

• People have to wait for a long 
time to fetch water from the 
public water tap during peak 
hours or busy times. 

• Risk of conflict 
• Water not saved 
• Risks of abuse and harassment 

of children, girls and women 
when bathing at the public tap 
(visible) 

• The average total cost of a water 
supply project is about 150 to 200 
million kip /village depending on the 
design. (10 to 16 000 €) 

• The average quantity of water used 
per household is unknown. Water 
fees are around 20,000 kip / year / 
household. (1.5€) 

• The water management committee 
pays to the “community water 
system inspectors” (trained for 
regular inspection, repairs if any) 
around 400,000 kip/year (32 €) 

With water 
meter at each 
household level 

 
• More convenient for 

household 
• Increase the ownership at 

household level 
• Saves time, reduces 

women and children’s 
workload 

• Water is saved (“water 
has a value”) 

• Reduces risks of abuse for 
women and children  

 

• More expensive than a public 
tap 

• Need to install a water meter 
(risk of exclusion of the 
poorest households) 

• Water management committee 
to be trained and supported 

• Need to collect water fees and 
establish a system with the 
elaboration of water bills 
(monthly or every 6 months) 

• The average total cost is the same as 
for a water tap, but each household 
has to pay 300,000 kip to get a 
water meter fixed at their place 
(24€); 

• The average quantity of water used 
is around 3-5 m3/household/ month 
and the water price is 2,000 kip per 
m3, (so 6 000 to 10 000 
kip/month/household – less than 
1€); 

• The fees to be paid to by water 
management committee to 2 
“community water system 
inspectors” (trained for regular 
inspection, repairs if any) are around 
1,000,000 kip/year each (80€) 

 
Another technical innovation has been tested in two target villages: 
the use of a solar panel to generate electricity for a pumping 
system (in Paor and Houythoumai village in Luang Namtha). This 
is particularly interesting for remote villages without electricity 
and located above the water source. The average cost of a kit is 
between 3 500 to 8 500 € and its life expectancy for about 10 
years. More details are available in the WASH manual.   

SCALING implementation has been highly impacted by the 
COVID-19 outbreak in 2020 and the several waves and the 
lockdown periods in 2020 and 2021. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the importance of hygiene practices and the need to 
strengthen hygiene at all levels, as well as the health system. 
Therefore, SCALING has also supported the selected Lower 
Secondary Schools (LSS) to improve hygiene facilities with at least 
basic hand washing stations, and where possible latrine construction or rehabilitation. In Phongsaly Province, 
the hygiene facilities in Health Centers have been improved with SCALING support as most did not have 
access to water. Hygiene education in LSS has been organized in close collaboration with the District 
Department of Health and the Department of Education and Sports.  A Memorandum of Understanding has 
been signed with the District Departments, the school principals (for LSS) or the Health Center director 
(for health centers) to ensure their commitment to maintain and to use properly the facilities. 

Solar panel in Paor village - Luang Namtha Province. 
July 2021. 

Photographer: CARE 
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As of September 2021, 82 water supply systems had been constructed or rehabilitated with SCALING. 
Moreover, the impact on gender are significant. Women can now save time as they have water 
accessible directly at home. Some have reported that “this is a real revolution in our life” (Khaemkor village, 
BounNeua, Phongsaly district, Nov. 2020). 

To improve the hygiene facilities at Health Center contributes to enhancing the confidence of the 
population in Health Centers, as the poor hygiene was one of the main reasons of the communities 
not to go to the Health Centres: “we were afraid to be sick at the Health Centers because the room is dirty, we 
can’t wash our hands and there is no latrine”. 

Permanent access to water in the schools has improved the well-being of the students: “before, 
the girls had to go outside of the school or wait until the class finishes and go back home. This was not good. The 
situation is really better for those who stay in the dormitory. Now, we can go to toilets, even in the night and we are 
not scared. And to take a bath every day! “(students in Ban Kiew, Phongsaly District, Nov 2021). In Ban Kiew, 
in Phongsaly District, the students have created a home garden thanks to the new water supply system to 
provide fresh vegetables for those staying at the dormitory and therefore apply the nutrition 
recommendations disseminated by SCALING modules  

 
 

 
 
 

• To disseminate the WASH manual and this case study is key for SCALING teams and 
partners: WASH infrastructure is one the best SCALING achievements as it has significant and direct 
impact on the daily life of the beneficiaries 

• To advocate for future interventions on water supply system 
construction/rehabilitation: SCALING was not able to cover all the needs of the villages. 
However, most villages have indicated that access to water is the top priority in their Village 
Development Plan. Due to the costs and the technical expertise required, the villages need external 
support. Access to water is one of the first basic public services that should be 
provided to all villages. In the context of pandemics like COVID-19, to improve 
a better access to water and to hygiene facilities should be the first priority of 
any intervention in the villages. The needs of the households have to be considered but also 
any public space: schools, health centers, religious offices, etc. 

• To consider the contribution of the households: in Phongsaly province, all households 
contributed to the costs of the materials and the construction, and paid for a water meter. It is 
recommended not to minimize the potential contribution of household either in cash and in kinds, 
and therefore to consider several options when designing, including some technical innovations like 
solar panel. 
 
 
 

OUTCOMES 

NEXT STEPS AND TOP ADVICE 
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• To advocate for the integration of WASH 
support (construction and rehabilitation of water 
supply systems) in other on-going and future 
nutrition-related interventions. SCALING 
consortium partners recommend to the NUSAP 
project (Nutrition Sensitive Agriculture Project) and 
their partners (Ministry of Agriculture, the European 
Union and Agence Française de Développement) to 
consider the possibility to support the rehabilitation or 
even the construction of water supply systems and its 
extension for agriculture activities (home gardening) as 
part of the collective grants provided to the target 
villages. Other similar interventions led by the World 
Food Program or the World Bank are recommended to consider this option too. 

• To strengthen and promote a multi-sector approach in any interventions related to 
water supply system construction/rehabilitation is also important. Water supply systems need to 
include the Environment department, Planning and Investment particularly in areas where crops 
demanding a lot of water is expanding, the Department of Education and Sports, Health Department 
and the Department of Agriculture and Forestry. Lao Women Union shall also be involved as to 
work on WASH is also a good entry point to work on gender equality. 

 

 
 
  
SCALING supported:  

1. Trainings and review meetings with Nam Saat staff, for an average cost of 5,700€/District. 
2. The construction / rehabilitation of water supply system, for an average cost of 11,000€/District 

(cost of materials purchased by the project). 
3. Technical support, supervision, and forming and training water management committees for an 

average cost of 2,480 €/ village (this includes the cost of WASH expertise at Consortium level) 

COSTING 

When a water supply system helps to develop 
homegardening and family nutrition. Nambak, Luang 

Prabang, December 2020 


