Forty years IRC: forty years of commitment, forty years of change
Ladies and gentlemen,

Today we celebrate the 40-th anniversary of IRC. In Holland we say: ‘Life starts at 40’. Of course, this does not mean there is no life before forty. On the contrary, I would say: IRC has been very much alive and kicking the last four decades. I will show you some highlights of IRC and how the organisation has smoothly adapted to the changing needs and perceptions in the world of water and sanitation.

But let me first introduce myself:
After leaving FNV - the Union I headed for 8 years - I was glad to be asked, in 2006, to chair the board of IRC. In my life as a union leader I already got involved with development cooperation. I noticed how important it is that all partners in a development process engage on the basis of equality. Development cooperation cannot be a top down process. The needs, experiences and knowledge of the target groups must be kept centre stage. I also realised that moral and financial support as well as technical assistance are vital. At FNV we experienced this in our contacts with South-African unions. In the union we used to call this ‘International Solidarity’, but it is basically nothing more than the realisation that we all share one planet and that problems of one group are ultimately the challenges of all.

At IRC I became aware of the vital importance of clean drinking water and sanitation in the development process. It all starts with health and well being. I know one statement to be true: without healthy people no development. 

As you all know, improving access to clean water and good sanitation is one of the millennium development goals. The goal is to half in 2015 the number of people who in 1995 were living without clean water and sanitation.

When we look at recent figures, progress can be discerned: in all developing countries access to clean sanitation has improved from 41% of all people in 1990 to 53% in 2006. The agreed target, however is 71 percent. And the access to drinking water has increased from 71% to 84 percent in the same period. 

In fact, in all parts of the developing world progress has been made. However, in some countries – especially Sub-Saharan countries - less than 30 percent of the population has access tot sanitation. And less than half can rely on their water to be safe. So a lot still needs to be done.

Essentially IRC has three tasks:

1.
Knowledge development and innovation: developing new methods and approaches to make the development process more effective, based on lessons learnt from projects and joint research with Southern partners. One practical example is the research we do into Multiple Use Water Services: the recognition that poor people need water not only for drinking but also for small scale food production. It sounds logical, but there are hardly any projects still today (although more and more) that focus on water provision for both these needs. Using our brains to do things better.
2.
 Working with partners on capacity development, research, sector development at country level and sometimes in regional networks. Facilitating local resource centers is part of this work: spreading knowledge at local level to assist organisations to do their work better. This focus is where IRC’s work and programmes are rooted in reality. We use an approach called ‘learning alliances’ to facilitate joint learning processes with our partners and the local water sector network.
3.
Dissemination of information and knowledge that results from the above activities, and make it of use to the wider water sector, also worldwide. We publish a number of books per year on topics of importance to the sector. Downloads from these publications from the IRC website is free.In 2007 60,000 genuine downloads were registered.
All activities of IRC are directed towards improving the bad water and sanitation situation of more than one billion people (for water) and 2.3 billion (for sanitation) all over the world, especially in Third World Countries.

Much has changed in forty years in the practice of providing assistance in sanitation.

After the Second World War a lot has been done to overcome the shortage of clean water, to improve the quality of available water, to dig sewers and to improve the overall bad hygienic living conditions of millions of people. The situation in many countries has improved significantly. However, bad management, population growth, fast urbanisation and conflicts have neutralized, much what has been achieved. Organisations as IRC, over the years, have learned how to cope with unfavourable circumstances and how to maximise the effects of its interventions.
In fact we can distinguish three phases in the work of IRC.

First decade (1968-1979): Technological approach

1968 was a special year in the modern history of mankind. It was the year of the Prague Spring, of student demonstrations in Paris, of raised fists of black American athletes at the Olympic Games in Mexico City. And 1968, not to forget, was the year IRC was founded. This was on request of the World Health Organisation (WHO) and in cooperation between WHO and the Dutch Ministry of Environment (now VROM). They felt a need for an international reference centre on water and sanitation in low-income areas. 

In the years before 1968 much progress had been made in the fight against diseases such as polio, cholera, small pox, dysentery. But the international donors argued that beyond this curative approach much more could be achieved by tackling the causes of these diseases. And the causes for many ailments were thought to be unclean water and lacking sanitation. 

At that time, the late sixties and early seventies, the general vision on development was that the Third World was lagging behind, because of a lack of infrastructure, education, technical know how and so on. It was only a matter of time before these countries would reach the same level of development as the western world. This could simply be reached through technical aid. 

This assumption was, in fact, partly correct. A lot was accomplished through technical aid. The Green Revolution, for example, saved the lives of millions of people in South Asia. This was essentially the result of introducing new rice varieties and artificial fertilisers. This technological vision on development was also the guiding principle in the work of IRC. The lack of access to good water was considered to be mainly a technical problem. The solution was simple: make water available on a wide scale by sinking wells, placing water pumps and constructing sewers et cetera.

However, this ‘hardware’ approach was only part of the solution. In many cases local communities were unable to maintain the water infrastructure provided to them by western donors. To some the water pump even became the symbol of failed policy instead of a symbol of progress and hope. 

Second decade (1980-1989): From technology to community participation

Involving the community in development processes became the focus of international cooperation in the eighties.

It was widely understood that improving water and sanitation without participation of the community was doomed to fail. When a local community is not properly informed nor is involved in the project from the beginning, the chance of a project to be successful is very low. The needs as expressed and prioritised by the community, should be starting point of any intervention. 

Maybe it was for that reason – on demand of the target group – that the focus moved a little bit away from water to sanitation in this decade.

Maybe a sign for the correctness of that approach was the huge success of the Small Communities Water Supply book that IRC published in 1981. It became a real bestseller, selling more than 13.000 copies! It was used by local communities, government institutions, universities, consulting firms and field agencies such the US-based Peace Corps, etc. 
The OECD provided in 1985 six concepts concerning the sanitation agenda: institutional reform; cost recovery; balanced development; operation, maintenance and rehabilitation; community participation and hygiene education; coordination and cooperation.

IRC developed research and publications in each of these areas as a response.
Third decade (1990-1999): From community participation to community management

In this decade we see a move towards the local government level. 
It becomes clear that development is not only a matter of a technical upgrade, nor just related to local ownership, but also a matter of good governance and sound local management. 

For this reason IRC started to research with partners how local government processes can be facilitated and what that takes
In the nineties IRC strengthened its international partnerships both globally (for instance with the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC) an organisation that unites local NGO’s for joint action in Water & Sanitation, regionally with for instance CREPA, a regionally operating development organisation in West Africa (whose Director Mr. Cheick Tandia is in the audience) and locally with NGO’s like NETWAS (Kenya) and TREND (Ghana) whose Director Mr. Eugene Larbi is in the audience.
In 1998 IRC started the electronic Source Water and Sanitation News. It spreads news on water and sanitation in different languages and different ‘carriers’ (like e-mail, paper and Internet 

Fourth decade (2000-2009): Sustainability and poverty reduction
A fourth phase in the work of IRC started around 2000. The focus changed towards a much more integrated approach to water, sanitation, and hygiene; more focus on sustainability and poverty reduction. Strongly also, the focus grew from local advocacy and information towards global research that would assist the WASH sector as a whole (Southern organisations as well as Northern, including donors) to innovate and develop new approaches. This was the refocusing of IRC’s knowledge development programme.
An important organisational change was IRC becoming autonomous in 2007. Nowadays, all legal ties with the Dutch government have been cut. However, the financial support of the Ministry of Development Cooperation remains of vital importance now and in the future. Ben Lamoree, our director, will tell you all about it in his speech.

Although originally founded as a resources centre, after 40 years IRC has slowly grown into a think-tank on water and sanitation that assists the WASH sector both locally, in regional networks and also at the global level.  This can be illustrated with many examples, of which I would like to mention important work done on Sanitation and Hygiene education in Schools, the policy work on which was taken over into the official government policy by India, or from the creation of the Water Integrity Network together with Transparency International and other sector partners.
