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	Introduction

A Participatory Action Research project to support community water supply management in rural communities was implemented in 1994 by SER, as an effort to support community water supply management in several rural communities in the municipality of Aguacatán, Guatemala. During the initial contact with the communities leaders, we were asked questions such as: “Have you brought money to repair our project?; Can you give us free pipes to improve the pipeline, because that is the support we need.” 

It was very difficult to explain the project to the community leaders, and it was even more difficult to explain it to the community. That is the reason why the process was initiated only with the community leaders that were willing to become involved, and why the members of the communities became actors at a later stage. People demanded rapid solutions and asked: ”How can we improve our services and supply water of good quality, at the lowest price possible, and above all, that is always available?” 

The members of the community progressed from “spectators to actors” when they realized that the meetings and discussions that first seemed like a waste of time took on special significance and delivered results. Don Chabelo, president of APAGUA, stated: “If we don't take care of our water ourselves, nobody will do it for us, and if someone else does it for us we will get use to it, and that will be even worse.” 

Through SER work with the people of the communities we have learned that these processes need to combine the present with the future, and what is said with what is done. People say: “What you are telling us is fine, we can talk with you, but we have to repair the pipes and get the water ourselves.” 

In one of the communities something remarkable happened. The community was very happy with the results it had achieved with the support of the project. But one day it rained heavily and the current swept many pipes and the distribution tank got blocked. All the joy came to an end, but in spite of his sadness, one community leader told his peers: “…we have to start all over again, luckily we now know how to do it…” 

Statements like the above encourage us to support the communities’ management and to develop with them the concept of ‘a community water supply company’. A difficult task, but not an impossible one. 

1. Background Information About the Municipality of Aguacatán

Aguacatán is located 305 kilometres from the capital of Guatemala. This municipality comprises 49 rural communities. Seven of them, Chex Bajo, Chichoche, Tucuná El Pueblo, Cantón Aguacatán, Patzalam, Agua Blanca and Río Blanco, are home to 550 families, totalling 3,600 inhabitants. These communities joined forces to construct a water supply system, and subsequently, to reinforce their capacity to manage water. 

The inhabitants of these communities belong to indigenous groups whose mother tongues are Aguacateco, K´iche´ and Chalchiteco. Few men can read and write; illiteracy is even higher among women. In general, few men speak Spanish and the majority of women only speak their native tongue. 

Families own small plots of land, 5 x 10 cuerdas. They work 10 to 12 hours a day and grow corn and beans for family consumption. Others grow garlic, onions and tomatoes to sell and obtain extra income. Men do agricultural work and count on the help of women, who also carry out household duties, tend to domestic animals and make their own clothing, like güipiles, cortes and cintas. 

In April, July, and August men, women, and children migrate. They gather their few belongings and travel by truck to the south coast to work in large plantations. They live in poverty: men earn two dollars (US) a day, women much less. Children have to abandon their schools to accompany their parents and help them plant coffee, cotton and other export products. 

2. The context

2.1 THE DRINKING WATER SUPPLY, BEFORE

Until 1986, these communities did not have a drinking water supply system or a piped water system. Women and children spent three hours daily carrying water from rivers, streams, or wells, taking the risk of having an accident in the ravines or wells. 

The quality of the water was bad and caused diseases, especially in children, such as diarrhoea, vomiting, stomach and head aches, and dehydration. The main cause of death was gastrointestinal disease. Ms. Ana Simón, from Chichoché commented: “It was very difficult to carry water up the hill. The water is very dirty and looks like chocolate (brown), that is why children often suffer from diarrhoea and as a consequence sometimes die quickly.” 

2.2 THE SEVEN COMMUNITIES START WORKING TOGETHER

In the middle of the 80s, in Patzalam, community leaders came up with the idea to construct a water system. They had the backing of the community through an assembly and raised funds so that a committee could seek institutional support. Over a period of five years they presented proposals to governmental organizations but they were all rejected. Finally, an NGO agreed to support the project and made an initial appraisal and budget. 

The president of the Patzalam committee commented: “In Patzalam we started to look for an institution that would help us to bring water from the Pericón (water source). But since this was too expensive we thought that it would be a good idea to work together with other communities for one shared water supply system. This is how we joined Tucuna, Chex and other communities. Joining forces was the most difficult part of this project.” 

Meetings took place in each of the seven communities. People realized that they had a common problem and that the water source could supply all the communities. Motivated by the need for water, the assemblies of each of the seven communities started to construct the system together. Each assembly selected a water committee and the seven water committees elected a Central Board for the multi-village Water Projects Association of Aguacatán (APAGUA). 

2.3 A NEW WATER SUPPLY SYSTEM, BUT NO WATER

In 1986, the seven communities constructed a water supply system. The construction costs were Q.900,000 (US$115,000). The system was inaugurated, there was a party and everyone was happy. 

Problems started three years later, in 1989. The water service was often cut off in all or in some communities. Unhappy users said: “We are fed up with all the problems of this system, very often the pipeline breaks down and then we don't have water for more than ten days.”; “The committee and the Central Board are never present, we don't trust them, they have only sold new taps and we don't know how they spent the money.” 

Other users said, “They continually ask contributions for the system but they don't repair it. We don't want to give more contributions nor pay the tariffs because they don't make repairs.” The leaders said that: “Some users demand service but they don't take care of the water system and when we ask for their participation they don't even show up.” 

This is how users expressed the shortcomings of the water service and the dissatisfaction with respect to the irregular functioning of the water system. 

2.4 THE FIRST CONTACT WITH THE COMMUNITIES

The SER support group started to work in the communities in the middle of the nineties. They presented and discussed its project with the Central Board of the Water Projects Association of Aguacatán, APAGUA, which at the time was divided, weak and its reputation discredited. 

At the beginning people saw the support team from SER as part of yet another external organization that had come to offer “things”. They did not trust the SER team because in the region there were many paramilitary forces that used any excuse to obtain information on the community. 

Slowly, the team started to work with the community leaders. Work started with a diagnostic analysis of the seven communities, using various participatory techniques: mapping, long walks, observation, matrixes, transect walks, structured interviews, the calendar, daily routine, etc. The results were presented to the members of the communities. 

During the meetings the plumbers said, concerning the malfunction of the water system, “…the lack of water for several days at a time is caused, partly, by structural failure, due to lack of funds”. 

A member of the committee of Chex Bajo stated: “When we go down the mountain to inform the committee of the failure in the piping or to fetch tools, very often we don't find anyone and we go back without having accomplished anything. This means that we walk down ten kilometres and another ten up. We come back the next day.” 

In the assemblies the community leaders said: “…our project has problems with the pipeline, because when it rains the landslides drag the pipes away and because people break the pipes to get drinking water. That is why we need to make repairs so often…” 

Referring to the confrontation between the community leaders and the users, one community leader said: “people don't want to pay their contribution, they don't want to help to look for damages in the pipeline because they don't have the time; this way we cannot solve the problems with the water. We spend many hours looking for damages and we take many risks when we climb the mountain. People don't want to recognize this.” 

2.5 THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

In Guatemala, the State is the ultimate responsible for the provision of basic services (among them water) to the population. It sets the rules for the sector, and is responsible for making investments in the rural water infrastructures because no other institution has the capacity to do it. 

According to the law, the municipal governments have to support, monitor and evaluate the provision of the water services. Even if they don't provide these services directly, its their obligation to regulate and support who provides the service, in this case the community associations. Specifically, as it is established in the municipal code, they are responsible for improvements in the system, support in setting appropriate tariffs and monitoring the functioning of the communities water committees and the system in general. The municipal health centre has a sanitation inspector which has to monitor the water quality and a rural health professional that has to do periodic campaigns for the proper use of water and latrines. By law, they have to spend 25% of their time in water and sanitation related activities. 

The non governmental organisations role is to set strategic objectives trying to improve the policies of the water sector, advocating for alternative ways of working with the communities and developing legislation proposals for scaling up community management models for rural areas. They also strengthen the capacities of the municipalities to provide a continuous support to community management of rural water supply and of the local communities to build strong management structures. They keep developing participatory models for working with different stakeholders and appropriate and sustainable technologies . 

It is NOT part of the non governmental organisations activities to build systems or system extensions. If the few resources that they have are spent in building systems, only the short term problems of the communities are solved. Also, they are not a substitute of the municipal government nor of the Sate, but facilitators that ensure that these institutions comply with their responsibilities and that the users demand the support services that they are entitled to. 

The community associations manage the water system on a daily basis. They are responsible for the operation and maintenance, financial management, system repairs, etc. They also make sure that the other institutions are following their responsibilities and they have the right to demand the municipal support. However, there is a need to strengthened the capacity of the municipalities to support the community associations. 

3. Improving the Capacity of Community Water Supply Management

3.1 THE ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE COMMUNITY-BASED ORGANISATIONS

Each of the seven community has a water committee. The members are elected by the community assemblies or appointed from a list . Each committee has a president, a vice-president, a secretary, a treasurer and other three members. These committees are in charge of community management in each community. A General Assembly, made up of members of the seven water committees, was organized to guarantee the coordination of the seven communities/committees. The General Assembly elects the Central Board of the multi-village community based organisation: APAGUA. The Central Board of APAGUA is in charge of the global management of the water supply system. Through this system, users, organizations and leaders are trying to get more participation in decisions concerning the water supply system. 

The community plans, supported by the SER team, included interaction between the municipal committees and training workshops for leaders to collect experiences. As a result of these training events, the leaders defined their individual tasks and their role as managers as follows: 

“We are all members of the project. We all have to serve our term in the committee. This is a task that everyone has to fulfil. This is the why the community appoints us from a list. If someone refuses this responsibility, disciplinary measures will be taken. The person who refuses this task will be cut off from the water supply for one year. The service will be connected again after we have made our contribution and fulfilled our days of work.” 

“We have to attend all the local committee meetings to handle issues concerning water. We also have to attend the meetings of the Central Board that are held in town. When technical problems arise, we will call the plumber and together we will find a way to resolve them.”; “Also, we will invite the members to inform them about the problems with the water, to plan with them what we can do to solve them, and to ask them to make their contributions to the project.” 

“The committees will change every two years. If we don't present reports or accounts, disciplinary measures will be taken, and our water service can be cut off for a year. 

The Central Board defines its role in community water supply management as follows: “You have to know about everything that is going on, prepare a work plan, and make sure that the water supply system is working and that water is running.” In addition, “We have to meet every fifteen days to talk about water and sanitation”; ”We have to maintain the system so that it lasts longer”; “We have to make sure that all members are helping towards the improvement of the water system”; “We have to verify that operation and maintenance is being carried out”; “We have to inform the local committee about our work (the members of the Central Board)”; “Invite local committees to decide upon the work we have to do within the system”; “Seek the support of organizations to improve the water project”; “Report about the funds we have and how we spent them.” 

3.2 THE PLANNING PROCESS

The members of the Central Board and the local committees understood the management problems. They established priorities and made plans using planning techniques, like the matrix ranking and the logical framework. These plans included programming and assigning responsibilities so that the work would really be accomplished. During the planning process you could hear some members say: “It is our system and we have to take care of it. The Board and the seven committees have to inform us about what they are doing to stop people from gossiping. Also, the Board should assign us duties, and they should cut off the service to those who don't want to help.”; “Let's apply the regulations so that nobody messes around; everyone should have the same duties and do equal work. If the regulations are no good, let's come up with a new set of regulations…” 

After heated discussions between the community members and the leaders of the communities during the planning stage, they began to work together immediately and accomplished to divide the operation and maintenance of the water supply system in sectors. They divided the 17 kilometres pipeline into seven sectors, one sector per community. Then they distributed the keys for the locks on the main structures of the water supply system and they bought more tools. 

Also, it became apparent that it was necessary to train more plumbers who could help maintain the system and so that each community could have its own plumbers. The leaders explained, “First we have to solve the problems with the pipeline so that people pay their contribution and do not sell their taps, then we will improve the committee and the plumbers to prevent that the same problems arise in the future.” While they worked they continued to analyze their management problems, stimulating at the same time the participation of the users. 

After several meetings and assemblies, the leaders managed to make plans and set a time schedule for the work. They decided that in order to control that the work was being carried out everyone should supervise the work, and that during the assemblies anyone who was not doing his work properly would be reported, as a form of moral sanction. 

3.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF A GOOD SERVICE PROVISION

Reflecting on the work that has been done to improve the project, the president of the Central Board explained: “While we were improving the project we made a diagnosis and many problems came up. Then we made a work plan that included: adjusting the tariffs, elaborating a new set of regulations, making extensions, organizing maintenance, and planting trees.” 

According to the secretary of the Central Board, “We have improved the system and everyone has water, so now everyone likes us. They have seen the results of our work. We talk to them during assemblies and they know what we are doing. It is better for us if people know about our work, this way they help more.” 

A user from Tucuna said: “We use more water because our tank always has water and we don't see it go down.” Another user from Río Blanco Chiquito said: “We tell the committee that they should stop selling taps, that we have to ask ourselves if there will be enough water in the future because our children will also need water.” 

3.4 THE ROLE OF A GOOD COMMUNICATION STRATEGY AND TRANSPARENCY

The diagnostic analysis of the local committees carried out by the leaders at the beginning of the project showed a lack of credibility and authority. People did not attend meetings, there was a struggle for power due to personal interests, and people were not interested in community participation. The plans elaborated by the leaders included strategies to reinforce the authority of the local committees. 

Once the actions planned were implemented, the situation started to change. Don Pascual, a user from Agua Blanca commented: “When the committee informs us that there is a meeting we all have to be there, otherwise we are penalized and our water service is cut off. Meetings are useful because the committee informs us about the project, and when the system breaks down they tell us what to do.” 

Doña Estela, expressed: “When our husbands go to the coast they ask us to attend the meetings so that we know what the committee is saying. They also tell us that if we need to say something that we should say it, even if we are scared to do it.” 

In Aguacatán, the decisions regarding the project are taken during assemblies held in each community. The heads of family, men or women, in all seven communities participate in the assemblies. They are held in the indigenous tongue of each community and they are presided by the leaders of the community and by their formal and traditional authorities. There are translators for those who do not speak indigenous tongues. 

The leaders have set procedures to improve community assemblies as they already had experience with these sort of gatherings. This experience helped them to present the problems concerning water supply during the assemblies, to look for solutions and take decisions regarding this matter and to inform the community of the activities that had been carried out and about funds and how they are being spent. Any conflicts that arise within the community or with foreign individuals or external organizations are also resolved during the meetings. 

Don Angel Velázquez of Agua Blanca, says about the assembly: “The purpose of the assembly is to inform the beneficiaries of the activities that are being carried out by the local committees, so that people know about the problems and the work. This way, if they are requested to help, they will gladly do it because they will know why things are being done…”. 

3.5 COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AND THE SENSE OF OWNERSHIP

Don Reginaldo, from Chex, commented: “We feel that we own the water because we do everything we can to make things go well, because we have water in our houses, and also because we make our contribution.” Work and economic contributions strengthen the identification of the members with the water supply system, and this is expressed through their feeling of ownership. 

There are also some problems: some users do not want to participate in the committee, others don't pay their tariff, others want to have power, men do not give women enough space, short-term actions prevail. The important thing is that each issue is discussed and analyzed and solutions are tried out. 

This is an example that illustrates the social aspects that are handled during the assemblies: on one occasion the assembly discussed the case of a member who had an accident and broke his back and became disabled. The assembly decided that he would be exempt from paying contributions and from his duty to work, since his disability would not allow him to do so. 

The assembly is also a mechanism for social control for those who infringe the regulations and do not comply with the responsibilities assumed in the management of water supply. These persons are fined or morally penalised. 

3.6 MAKING AND APPLYING THE WATER REGULATIONS

Before, there were no clear norms regarding water supply, and consequently, there were many problems, especially in relation to the use of water for productive purposes, water consumption, and terms of payment. Customary norms were not sufficient to regulate all aspects. 

The organization that built the project in 1986 provided well-organized and well-written regulations, but they were not suitable for these communities because their content was too technical and had a very different vision than that of the communities. 

Don Aurelio Gómez, former secretary of APAGUA, said: “Not all beneficiaries are familiar with the regulations. We only get to know them and apply them when we become leaders. It seems as if the leaders only had their own interests in mind.” 

The diagnosis revealed the lack of regulations that reflected the interests of the users of the water system. Subsequently, the leaders, with the assistance of the SER support group, began to elaborate a document through a slower and lengthy process, applying participatory techniques. The steps of the process were: 

1. List of problems regarding the water supply, 

2. Analyze the problems found, and identify key problems, 

3. Look for alternatives to guide the solution to these problems, 

4. Establish agreements for the new regulations, 

5. Analyze and agree on the regulations were analyzed and agreed upon, under consultation with the communities, to make sure that they would agree with them. 

The members of the community stated that with the regulations that they have elaborated themselves, the responsibilities of the Central Board, of the local committees and of the members of the project have been clarified. They also stated that a very small group of members has been negatively affected, since the new regulations limit the use of water for productive activities. 

In the regulations the users are defined as “members”. This means that they are “the owners” of the water system and as such, that they have responsibilities. This sense of ownership has made them assume more responsibilities with respect to the management of water. 

With respect to the compliance of regulations Don Chico said: “I know a community member that has connected a tap on his land and has not informed the committee. If I say something to him he will tell me to mind my own business, so it is better that I inform the assembly. Then he will be ashamed of himself and he will never do it again.” This means that the assembly continues to be a control and pressure mechanism for the compliance with the regulations. 

Despite all that has been done, regulations are never completely final. Every now and then they have to be improved because situations change. 

3.7 DEFINING STRATEGIES FOR SUSTAINABLE COST RECOVERY OF COMMUNITY WATER SUPPLY MANAGEMENT

Community water supply management in rural communities requires, besides organization and technical and human resources at local level, financial support. Otherwise, it is not feasible. Don Abraham Velázquez, ex-president of the Central Board says: “Ideas and plans are wonderful and we can go on talking forever, but without economic support we get nowhere.” 

The financial situation has been one of the most critical problems that the system has been confronted with. There was a moment that the Central Board had no funds. The local boards had no funds to manage, the control system was inadequate, and some of the leaders were corrupt. All this contributed to the members’ distrust. 

After analyzing the situation, the Central Board focused its actions towards the improvement of APAGUA's accounting and financial management. 

Very low tariffs were one of the causes of the lack of financial resources in the committee. It was difficult to adequately operate and maintain the system, and even more problematic to repair major failures. The members lost confidence in the local leaders and in the members of the Central Board. As a consequence of this, the members of the Central Board resigned from their positions one by one. 

The leaders identified the problem concerning the tariffs and the form of payment, that at the time was established at 6 Quetzales (US$0.77) per year, per connection. The leaders observed that the organization that built the project “imposed” a tariff without previously knowing the costs of operation and maintenance of the system. 

The Central Board then, made an analysis establishing the costs for operation and maintenance of the system for one year. When they compared the costs with the income for the same period of time they got a negative result, since more was being spent than was coming in. The Central Board established in detail how the income from the tariffs was spent, and the need to set a new tariff and to make an annual plan of the costs. 

The Central Board proposed a new tariff during the APAGUA assembly and later it was presented to all the members in each of the seven communities. The members have also agreed to pay additional fees for repairs, provided that the Central Board informs the members how they are being spent. It was also established that the tariffs will be revised every year, due to general price increase and scarcity of all products. This served as a basis to define a new tariff at 12 quetzales (US$1.55) per year, plus an additional extra fee. 

The system that was used to collect the tariffs has been improved. Now every year the beneficiaries pay their fee to the community committee. The local committees held an assembly to remind the beneficiaries of the day and hour of the collection. Those who do not comply with the payment regulations are penalized, for example, by having their water service cut off temporarily. 

The treasurers of the local committees control the fees collected and register who does and does not pay the tariff. The Central Board receives part of the funds collected by the committees in their communities. 

APAGUA's Central Board has appointed a general accountant who draws up financial reports for departmental authorities every three months, as a form of institutionalizing the management of resources within the legal frame established in the country. He also does the accounts of the funds that are obtained from the tariffs and extra contributions, makes a general balance every year and informs all members. 

It has been established that all local committees should handle a percentage of the collection of tariffs, to enable them to attend to specific problems related to water in their communities. This way they do not have to approach the Central Board, and it helps to avoid centralization. For this reason it was thus established that the treasurer and the local secretary had to know how to read and write, and how to make simple arithmetic calculations, as they have to handle money and draw up reports. 

The Central Board also borrowed Q.30,000 from a bank to improve the present water system. They paid back the loan from the profits obtained from the harvest of a collective land plot. The accountant has elaborated a plan to improve the financial management of resources, such as fixed term savings and loans to merchants and groups. This is done to collect interest and use it to increase the funds. 

Since the system is functioning without any major problems, the members of the communities have complied with the payment of their tariffs and extra contributions. This allows the Central Board to administer at present an amount of Q.40,000 (US$5200). 

These experiences have consolidated APAGUA's accountable, administrative and financial capacity. Consequently, the members have regained the trust in the leaders. 

3.8 DEVELOPING PARTNERSHIPS FOR WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

The serious shortcomings of the water system were mostly due to the breaking of the pipes caused by landslides, as a consequence of the deforestation in the area. 

The Central Board and the local committees had planned to open a greenhouse in Aguacatán and to reforest the area. However, this initiative required a considerable amount of money, time and effort, as well as experience in reforestation. Furthermore, this activity was not very appealing to the members, since it would not mean a direct economic benefit to them. 

To solve the problem, APAGUA's Central Board established a partnership with UNEPROCH (Executive Unit of the River Chixoy High Basin Project). This organization was going through difficult times with the communities since this municipality had rejected its programmes and projects. APAGUA suggested that through this partnership they could make a plan to reforest part of the basin, but that it should be a plan in which the partnership would exploit UNEPROCH's resources, and not the other way around. UNEPROCH agreed to this proposal. 

The Central Board, using its knowledge and skills to apply participatory methods, made a diagnostic analysis of the forest and elaborated a programme. The plan included the establishment of forest greenhouses, reforestation, and capacity building for forest developers. The plan was discussed during an assembly and was approved by the communities that would be involved in the plan. 

As a result of the plan, 14 forest developers were trained, forest greenhouses (holding 100,000 plants) were established, and 50,000 trees were planted in the landslide area which is part of the river Chixoy basin. 

4. Constraints and Challenges

Despite all the improvements in the water supply, there are a few constrains that the communities have to deal with: 

1. In some aspects of participation there is still a tendency to appoint the leaders according to lists and military mechanisms, in the same fashion of the Civil Self-Defence Patrols during the internal armed conflict. Authoritarian characteristics have been inherited, not allowing the participation of everyone in the decision making process. 

2. In APAGUA, women's participation is still very limited at decision making level. Male participation prevails in local committees and in local boards, as well as among the human resources that have been trained in administration and plumbing. Women should be allowed to voice their opinions and suggestions. 

3. While APAGUA consolidates and becomes a stronger source of empowerment, it also generates major conflicts and the emergence of individual interests leading to decisions based on politics and not in the best interest of the communities. 

4. The management of the basin is still uncertain since the reforestation activities carried out by APAGUA are still insufficient vis-à-vis the deforestation caused by the timber companies that operate in the area and by the families that use wood for cooking purposes and, in addition to this due to the cutting of trees to extend the agricultural border. 

The community members have a strong sense of ownership and they want to go on managing “their system” . They do not accept that the municipality assumes responsibility for this service because later it could be privatized. They also acknowledge that the management of the system implies that there are costs that have to be covered from the collection of tariffs, and from ordinary and extraordinary contributions. 

From these ideas emerges the effort to institutionalize the water service and to make it function as a “company”. For this purpose APAGUA has a plot of land and a building where the offices are presently housed. They have a minimum of office equipment, desks, blackboards, benches, and plumbing tools. The concept of a community company is not totally clear yet, but it is already being put into practice. Some leaders are against it because they think members might interpret it as being a lucrative business for the leaders. However, the idea of the leaders is: “To have a company run by the members of the community, that supplies good quality water at the lowest cost possible.” 

Conclusion

The structure and the form of work of an organization whose task is to unite seven communities with different values is complex. However, these difficulties can be overcome through organized and shared work. The problems that exist at different levels are caused by lack of information and communication. These problems have been resolved and fluid communication systems have been established. Community participation strengthens as the water system “is appropriated” by the users, when it becomes clear that it is their property and that it can only be kept functioning through their own personal effort. 

In the past leaders were always looking for organizations that would “do a project” for them, that would “give them free financing”, or “train them”, “offer” them ready-made regulations and even “supply technicians”. In other words, the organizations would propose alternatives and take decisions concerning community issues. 

The local committees of each community are strengthened by the active participation in decision-making processes in community assemblies. APAGUA's and the local committees’ administrative and accounting capacity has improved considerably, as well as their financial information to the community. 

Nowadays, communities make use of the new system and they manage it, but they still use traditional sources of water, wells, rivers and streams, to wash clothes, for irrigation and for their animals, according to community agreements established in the regulations. 

The establishment of regulations and tariffs have strengthen APAGUA financially. However, these regulations and tariffs are still being revised because it would seem that new situations-each time more complex- keep turning up. 

The system is 18 years old. Constantly, difficulties arise but they are usually manageable and the damages can be repaired by the plumbers, who nowadays have contracts and adequate training. 

The forms of organization and authority practised by the elders are used for the appropriate management of water, since they are the leaders’ advisers. The community assembly continues to be a mechanism of consultation, discussion and collective decision making. The experience and training that the leaders have acquired in matters of accounting, organization and plumbing, now constitutes an adequate basis to permanently maintain a good quality water service for human consumption. 

The establishment and legitimacy of the customary norms have even more validity and in the majority of the cases, are supported by written documents. Nowadays norms are upheld because they are written, but above all, because they have been established by the members of the community themselves. Social pressure constitutes an essential element of control and adequate management of community water supply. 

The leaders have also established some formal mechanisms to monitor planned activities. Many of these mechanisms are put to practice during visits to the leaders, meetings and community assemblies. 

One of the greatest achievements has been that the leaders apply methodologies and participatory tools not only to their activities with water, but also to other community development processes. An ex-leader who now works for a local cooperative says “I got a job with the cooperative because they say I can work with participatory techniques.” 

With more management capacity APAGUA will be able to boost “integral community development” projects that will benefit the collaborating communities. The objectives of these projects will go beyond water supply alone. At present, APAGUA has already collaboration agreements with three other organizations, UNEPROCH, Cooperativa “Flor Aguacateca” R.L. and ASDIA, to implement actions aimed at improving water supply management. 

APAGUA has been invited by the Ministry of Public Health to present its experience before the directors of the country's water sector organizations. Neighbouring communities have requested APAGUA's support in capacity building and in the process of water supply management. 

The municipality of Aguacatán and other communities haven requested SER's team to support other processes, based on the experience with Aguacatán's seven communities. 


For further information, please contact SER: serxela@terra.com.gt 
