S il Tl FiovesaTe O ke 1]
Documenting change in the WASPA project:
Understanding the Learning Alliance Process in
Bangladesh

At first the WASPA project team didn’t know any of
the stakeholders in the project. We needed to learn
who the relevant stakeholders were and build
relationships  with  them. Explaining  and
understanding the Learning Alliance (LA) concept
also takes time. The LA is not a familiar way of
working in Bangladesh and there are no existing
platforms that bring together the different
stakeholders to discuss freely about problems and
solutions.

We visited all of the stakeholder groups separately
first. After 18, months the Learning Alliance (LA)
workshop was the first joint platform that brought all
the stakeholders together. This was an important
step in raising stakeholders’ awareness of WASPA
issues and of each stakeholder’s role and interests.
Many informal and formal meetings and
interactions were needed to ensure their
participation in this workshop. Through regular
face-to-face contact we were able to build the
relationships further once the initial contacts were
made.

We learnt that time is a crucial element in the LA
process and building relationships takes time. It
took many meetings to get to know the different
stakeholders and for them to know us and WASPA
objectives. It took time to build the trust and
commitment needed for sharing information and
moving from passive to active involvement. This
was a process with ups and downs.
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Wastewater Agriculture and Sanitation for Poverty
Alleviation (WASPA) aims to improve sanitation,
wastewater disposal and management, and hygiene in
two cities, one in Bangladesh and one in Sri Lanka. It
also promotes the productive and safe use of
wastewater in agriculture. This is done in a ‘Learning
Alliance’ with various stakeholders, including
community groups, farmers and local authorities.

To help consciously learn about what happened in
WASPA and why it happened, the WASPA Team has
developed Process Documentation stories.
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At first RCC and RDA officials said that they could
not provide information, but now that has improved
as well. Also, we are now better informed and have
the assessment results, so we can speak with
some authority. For example if a clinic says there is
no waste being discharged, we can show the solid
waste and how the drains are used. Through
discussions and using visual materials, we are able
to start convincing government officials that
wastewater is used in agriculture and that it is a
problem that requires necessary actions.

Now, we can contact the relevant authorities
directly and request information.

We realized the importance of having a champion
who can help take the project forward and involve
other stakeholders. For example we now have
close contact with the Chief Conservancy Officer.
He is committed to provide information. If he does
not have the information he helps us contact
someone else.

Building relationships with government officials in
Bangladesh is very difficult because they are
dismissed and transferred frequently. On the other
hand, the current political instability in the country
has also had a positive impact on relationship
building: now officials are required to be in the
Over time, we have seen changes in our relations office and meet with different groups, including
with the various stakeholders. After regular visits NGOs.

and as a result of the assessment phase, the
farmers started to recognize us and make time to
talk with our field staff.

In the beginning of the project, when we wanted to
meet with local government officials we had
difficulty making appointments and had to wait
seven to ten days, We had to return many times
and did not get the information we needed. After
investing in building relations with the relevant
government stakeholders, we can now just make a
phone call and be given a meeting in two or three
days.
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However, WASPA is a project, which does not have
formal authority to tell people that they should
commit. Existing mandates, budgetary and human
resource constraints cannot be resolved by a
project or in the short project period. For example,
the Civil Surgeon agrees that the pollution of
wastewater is a problem, but does not want to take
action without external finance. We find that

officials are open to discuss the problems, but they
are not pro-active, finding budget or enforcing the
law. Manpower and shortage of funds are the main
reasons they give for not taking action.

The 2007 Learning Alliance workshop was a
milestone and helped to motivate the stakeholders
to be part of the project. They could see and meet
all the different groups and people involved. The
presence of officials in the workshop contributes to
the stakeholders taking WASPA seriously. It gives
the feeling that it is an important project. After the
workshop it was easy to refer to the presentations
and group work and to what different people said.
We can move forward.

(October 2007)

At the first LA Core Group meeting in December
2007 Rajshahi  City  Corporation (RCC)
acknowledged that many septic tanks and the
adjacent storm water drains are linked. However,
RCC does not have statutory laws and penalties for
preventing the households connecting their septic
tank directly with the storm water drains. RCC
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mentioned that the Department of Environment
(DoE) might have the scope of preventing this
situation by enforcing laws and penalties. BELA -
Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association-
said the operation and maintenance of the drainage
system should be undertaken with the combined
effort of RCC and Rajshahi Development Authority
(RDA).

During the meeting on draft Participatory Action
Plan development in August 2007, RCC could not
provide any information that could help clarify how
exactly RCC and RDA could work together. But,
both RCC and RDA participated in the Learning
Alliance core group meeting and it was agreed that
they both have a role to play to improve the
situation.

RCC agrees that there is a need for proper waste
management and has informally agreed with the
plan for garbage trap construction.

The draft Participatory Action Plan, includes
activities like construction of garbage traps,
reduction of solid waste inflow, agricultural, hygiene
and health awareness training for wastewater
farmers and community awareness programs.
Developing joint visions that led to these action
plans required core group members to think about
the whole sanitation chain and recognize the
linkages between sanitation, wastewater
management and agriculture. The PAPs require
participation of different stakeholder groups and the
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approval of the PAPs by Core Group members
indicate an encouraging scenario for moving
forward with the project.

(January 2008)

The relationship between WASPA team and other
LA members has gradually been improving. This
has been achieved through formal and informal
meetings, sharing information and also the team
has stimulated good relations by seeking
stakeholders’ advice and taking their opinions at
different times. It is important that stakeholders feel
that their contributions are taken into account.

With some stakeholders the relations and
commitment to WASPA are quite strong. For
example the farmers have indicated that working
with the WASPA project is worthwhile to them,
because it could help them in keeping touch with
strong institutions, improving their situation and
acquiring new knowledge.

It has been more difficult to actively engage the
clinics and small industries, who do not have the
same interest in being involved in the project.

Raising awareness in LA members, especially RCC
for need of dealing with wastewater is a key
achievement of WASPA.

BELA has been in favour of the WASPA project
and very active in participation from the beginning.
In the Core Group meeting held in June 2008, the
BELA representative drew attention to the limited
enforcement of relevant laws and regulations.

Farmers, BELA, BSCIC, Clinic Association,
NASCIB, and RCC all participated actively in this
core group meeting. This was quite encouraging as
it showed their commitment to being part of
WASPA. This is an important step in transforming
words into actions, but moving from informal
agreements to actions remains a difficult challenge.
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In July 2008 a Learning Alliance meeting was held
to discuss the benefits and difficulties of the LA
approach and how to move forward. All LA
members expressed their willingness and
cooperation for the sustainability of the LA process
after the end of the project period.

(July 2008)

In a meeting held in November 2008 with the LA
members, the RCC, RDA, BELA and DAE
expressed their interest to continue collaboration
after the project period but the RCC and RDA have
some difficulty to take the lead because they are
government organizations. However, BELA feels
that they can continue this in an informal way but
not regularly. BELA has a plan to work on water
quality issues and environmental impacts in the
next year and will engage RCC among other
stakeholders. Thus BELA is interested to take the
responsibility to keep the stakeholders together
after end of WASPA project. The members
expressed their satisfaction about the ways they
are involved with PAP activities including the
garbage trap, law review and other activities.

(November 2008)
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