
Action Sheet 12

developing a plan for
community water security
What is this Action Sheet about?

When people have raised community awareness about the problems they face in meeting their
water security needs (see Action Sheet 10 and 11), they are ready to take the next step.
Communities can work together to plan for water security. Planning needs to start with an
assessment of current water security. This could take the form of a Water Watch activity.

What is a Water Watch?

A Water Watch activity can help a group choose the best sources of safe drinking water. It can also
help find sources of contamination now, or possible problems in the future.

A Water Watch activity can be a long process that involves the whole community and includes many
of the steps in planning a water project, or it can be a shorter process done by a small group
responsible for community water safety and supply. The most important thing is to listen closely to
the whole community, especially those who collect and treat water every day.

How to do a Water Watch activity

1. Talk to people who use and care for the water
Is there a person or group in the community responsible for wells, pipes, or other water supply
systems? Is there a person or group responsible for sanitation? Which people or groups most often
collect, carry, treat, and store the water? These people or
groups should be involved in the Water Watch and in any
improvements to water sources.
Together with the people responsible for the water, list all the
water sources in the area. Note what people say about
drinking water quality and quantity. Note the work it takes to
collect water and ensure that it is safe, and how much time
people spend doing this work.
You can ask questions like: How much water is used every
day? Are different sources used for drinking, cooking,
bathing, watering livestock, farming, and other needs? Is
there enough water for all these needs? Is there a water
source or any water storage for emergencies?

2. Make a map of local water sources and sources of
contamination
A map of the community can show where the water sources are
in relation to people’s homes and to sources of contamination. A
map should also show important landmarks such as roads, paths,
houses and other buildings, farms, fields, toilets and sewer lines,
and dumping sites.
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3. Visit all the places where people
collect water

Different kinds of water sources can
have different problems and different
solutions. Visit springs, wells, surface
waters (rivers, streams, lakes, and
ponds), and rainwater catchment sites.
At each water source, start a discussion
about how this water is used and if
anyone suspects that it is contaminated.

4. Complete the map of local water sources
and sources of contamination

After the visits, make changes to your map to
reflect what was learned. Safe water sources
and contaminated sources may be marked in
different colors, new sources of contamination
can be added, and so on. You may need to
make a new map that can be used to assess
changes in water sources in the future.

A Water Watch can lead to different kinds of
action depending on what problems are found
and what the community decides to do.

SOME THINGS TO ASK TO
IDENTIFY PROBLEMS OF WATER

ACCESS:
Is it hard to get to the water
source?
How long does it take to bring water
home from the source?
Does the source provide enough
water all year round?

SOME THINGS TO ASK TO IDENTIFY
PROBLEMS OF WATER QUALITY:

Is the water cloudy or dirty?
Is the water a strange color, such as red 
or black?
Are there problems cooking with the water?
Are there problems washing with the water?

Beans do not 
cook well in water

with a lot of
minerals and salt,

but the water
may be safe to

drink.

Soap does not
lather well in water

that contains
certain minerals,

making it harder to
clean clothes.

Water with chemical makes
food taste bd. Rice turns

brown and soft when cooked 
in water with high mounts of

lead or other metals.

SOME THINGS TO ASK TO CONSIDER 
IMPROVING WATER SOURCES:

Is the source unprotected, such as an open well, ditch, or pond?
Do people wade, wash clothes, or bathe near where water is collected?
Are pit toilets or sewage close to the water source?
Is there garbage in, or very close to, the water source?
Are there snails in the water or living in the bank?
Is there slimy green plant life (algae) growing on the surface?

Black or red water may
have a lot of iron,
which can damage pipes
and cooking utensils.
Red water can also be
caused by other
minerals, or by mining
upstream.
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Who should be involved in planning for water?

Everybody. Men, women and children. Women may have different needs for water than men. 
It is usually women who collect and treat water for family use, but it is often men who are in
charge of building and maintaining water systems. Because of these differences in men’s 
and women’s work and needs, it can be useful to create planning activities that ensure
women’s participation.

TWO CIRCLES

This activity helps women think Time: 45 minutes to 1 hour
about their water needs and the Materials: Large drawing paper,
barriers they face in meeting drawing pens
these needs.

Step 1: Divide into groups of no more than 10 people each. Give each group drawing pens and
paper.

Step 2: Each group draws 2 circles on their paper, a large circle with a smaller circle inside.

Step 3: Each person draws inside the larger circle the water, sanitation, and health-related
problems that affect the whole community. Inside the smaller circle they draw the problems that
affect women in particular. If a person cannot draw, she can write down her thoughts.

Step 4: Now bring all the groups together into one large group and begin a discussion.

� How do the problems in the 2 circles differ?

� How are the problems similar?

� What solutions can be found for both, making sure that the women’s problems receive
sufficient attention?

This activity can also be done with men. Have one of the groups consist only of men, and have
each group draw 2 small circles rather than only one. One of the smaller circles represents
problems that affect women in particular and one represents problems that affect men.

When the groups come back together, ask the men to consider how they can help improve
conditions in the community by addressing some of the issues that affect women. This may
include building toilets closer to homes, carrying water, spending more time with children, and
so on. It may be more comfortable to have the women discuss their issues in private before the
men discuss theirs, especially in communities where men and women may have strong
differences of opinion.



How can we use the Water Watch results to plan improvements to our water supply?

After doing a Water Watch or using other methods to understand your community water security
problems, you can begin to plan improvements.

When making a plan to improve the water supply, start with local resources including: local water
sources, people with the skills to build improved wells or water storage tanks or install pipes, or older
people who remember how water was collected many years ago. It is best to improve existing water
sources before trying to develop new ones.

Identify possible solutions

The actions your community takes to improve water security depend on which problems are most
urgent, or easiest to solve first. What is important is to make a plan that addresses the root causes
of the problems and satisfies the needs of everyone in the community.
If water is scarce or difficult to get to, building rainwater catchment tanks, storage tanks or a
piped water system may help bring water closer to the community (see Action Sheet 13-22). If this is
not possible, can the work of collecting water be shared to make it fairer and easier for everyone? If
there already is a water system, can the community improve it by improving collection methods,
fixing broken pipes and pumps, protecting water sources and conserving water? If it is a problem
that should be resolved by the government, can the community solicit government support?
If the water is contaminated by germs, the source can be improved or the water can be treated to
make it safe. The community can discuss which of these options will be easiest, most effective, and
most sustainable over time. To learn about improving water sources, see Action Sheets 16 and 19.
To learn about different methods for water treatment, see Action Sheet 23-25.
If the water may be contaminated by chemicals the water should not be used until a water
quality test can be done (see Action Sheet 11). If a test shows that the water is contaminated, more
contamination should be prevented and another water source should be developed.

What are the barriers to planning a water project?

There may be many reasons why a community lacks safe water. Problems might include lack of
money, lack of knowledge about building water systems, lack of support from the government, or
lack of participation by people in the community. To achieve the goal of safe water, the barriers must
be identified and removed one by one.

People are more likely to improve their water source and to maintain a water system when they see:

� immediate community benefits such as more water, easier access, or less disease.

� low cost.

� only small changes in daily routine.

� positive results such as less mud, fewer mosquitoes, or more water 
for home gardens.
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Health workers and water safety promoters can help 
the community improve water security.



Who is responsible for water security?

All over the world people are working to ensure their rights to enough, safe water. Because water is a
human right, governments are responsible to meet people’s need for enough, safe water. It often takes
people working together to make sure the government will honor and protect their rights to water
security. Some people believe that private companies can provide better service than governments.
But when private companies take control of water services (water privatization), prices are often raised,
forcing many people to drastically reduce the amount of water they use. This leads to serious health
risks such as diarrhea illnesses. It also forces people to find places where they can collect water for
free. This takes a lot of time and hard work, and the water they find may not be safe for drinking.

When governments and communities work together, a good plan to ensure water security —
especially for those most in need — can be made.

Partnerships improve water access

In the West African country of Ghana, some community groups have taken the problem of water
security into their own hands. In the small town of Savelugu, the government run Ghana Water
Company supplies water to the community. The community members are responsible for pricing,
distribution, and repair of the water system. They call this a government community partnership.

Both the community and the government run company benefit from the partnership. Because
the community is responsible for managing the water, access to water is guaranteed by popular
decision making. If some people cannot afford to pay for water, the community pays for their
water until they can afford to pay. People’s needs are met because they are respected as
members of the community — not because they have money to pay. The Ghana Water
Company benefits because the community always pays for the water supply.

Savelugu’s community based system is being used as a model for small towns throughout
Ghana. By managing their own water system, the people of Savelugu have shown that
privatization is not the only way to provide water. Since their government community
partnership began, there is less illness and everyone has enough water. Their success has
shown that community decision making and responsibility is one way to improve water security.
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International law and the right to water

Access to enough, safe water is recognized as a human right in many international laws and
agreements. One of these agreements, called General Comment 15, states:

The human right to water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable,
physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic uses. 
An adequate amount of safe water is necessary to prevent death from
dehydration, to reduce the risk of water-related disease and to provide for
consumption, cooking, personal and domestic hygienic requirements.

Other international agreements that protect the human right to water include:

Most countries have agreed to the conditions of some or all of these conventions.

Governments have a responsibility to protect water sources for the common use of all people.
Like other rights, the right to water only exists if people use it and defend it. As water grows
scarce and becomes a source of ongoing conflict around the world, communities, governments,
and international agencies need to work hard to defend the right to water for today and for the
future.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

CONTACTS

Freshwater Action Network www.freshwateraction.net
Gender and Water Alliance www.genderandwater.org
Global Water Partnership www.gwpforum.org
Institute of Water and Sanitation Development www.iwsd.co.zw
IRC - International Water and Sanitation Centre www.irc.nl
Network for Water and Sanitation International (NETWAS) www.netwas.org/
Practical Action (formerly known as ITDG) www.practicalaction.org
Siren Conservation Education www.siren.org.uk
Streams of Knowledge www.streams.net
UNDP Community Water Initiative www.undp.org/water/
WaterAid www.wateraid.org
WELL (WEDC) www.lboro.ac.uk/well/index.htm

BOOKS
Advocacy Manual for Gender and Water Ambassadors: Guidelines, Training Module, Case Studies, Gender and Water Alliance, 2003
www.genderandwater.org
Community Water, Community Management: From system to service in rural areas by Ton Schouten and Patrick Moriarty. 
ITDG Publishing (available from www.developmentbookshop.com) 2003 
Small Community Water Supplies: Technology, people and partnership; 
J. Smet, and C. van Wijk (Eds) (2002) (Available from IRC)

� The United Nations Charter
� The Universal Declaration of

Human Rights
� The Geneva Convention
� The Declaration on the Right to

Development
� The Convention on the Rights of

the Child
� The Stockholm Declaration
� The Mar del Plata Action Plan

� The Dublin Statement
� Agenda 21
� The Millennium Declaration of

Johannesburg
� The European Council of

Environmental Law
� Resolution on the Right to Water
� The African Charter on Human

and Peoples’ Rights
� The Protocol of San Salvador
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