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26 August 2015

Prof W MacAskill                                                                                                                                            Via e mail

Dear Professor,
Your recent book, Doing Good Better, has been brought to our attention, in particular the chapter relating to the PlayPump.
As you are aware our organisation is involved in the installation and maintenance of PlayPumps in South Africa and we would like to address certain aspects of your book as it pertains to the PlayPump.

Your book contains references to reports and “quotes” that taken in isolation, convey the impression that the PlayPump is not a suitable solution to the provision of clean water in impoverished rural communities in Africa, and we would like to give you our  view, as well as provide you with some background to the circumstances that may have led  to that conclusion.  In addition we would like to make reference to reports that you may not be aware of that reflect a different opinion of the PlayPump and provide you with some information on how Roundabout Water Solutions (RWS) operates today.
By way of background, our organisation came into being in 2008 subsequent to a dispute between the directors of PlayPumps International (South Africa) (PPI SA) and Roundabout Outdoor (Pty) Ltd, the owners of the intellectual property rights to the PlayPump, and logistics provider to PPI SA.
As a consequence of the above PlayPumps International USA (PPI USA) continued to support PlayPump installations via our organisation until mid 2010 when they changed focus.

While many of the events referred to below occurred prior to 2008 I have tried to give the PPI SA perspective at the time. 

Dealing firstly with your statement “Two damning reports were released, one by UNICEF and one by SKAT”. 
The UNICEF report was issued erroneously and we have in our possession a letter from UNICEF Head Office in New York retracting it.  Accordingly we do not deal with the content of the report.  A copy of the letter is attached to this e mail.

The SKAT report related exclusively to installations in Mozambique.  There were significant problems encountered in Mozambique detailed in the report and these are dealt with as follows:

The first problem encountered was performance problems at several installations, the likes of which we had not encountered up to that point with installations in South Africa.  Upon enquiry PPI SA discovered that the “reputable” Geo-hydrologist recommended by UNICEF (PPI SA had been co-operating with UNICEF in Mozambique on this project) was providing faulty borehole data.  This faulty data related to depth of borehole, chemical and bacteriological composition of the water (received on documents certified by the Mozambican Department of Health), recovery rates etc.  In essence this was the start of the problem as it meant that pump settings were incorrect, PlayPumps were installed on boreholes where PPI SA would have walked away if given the correct information at the time.

The SKAT officials acknowledged this problem and made specific mention of it and the person responsible for the misinformation in their report.  

As a consequence of the above, and a similar experience in Zambia around the same time with UNICEF’s own borehole information, RWS use our own Geo-hydrologists, based in South Africa to give us water quantity and quality results.  We are not prepared to rely on borehole information given to us by third parties, even if those parties have “reputable” backgrounds.  We will not equip boreholes that do not meet South African water standards.
The second problem was community sites and the reluctance of women to use the PlayPump by hand to pump water.

We have conflicting evidence on this; in a World Vision U.S. report on the PlayPump issued in 2007 the comment was made that “Most adults (women) find it easy to operate even if the children are not there”.  In a separate report conducted in South Africa in 2010 by the Global Environment & Technology Foundation, where 75 PlayPump sites were visited, no mention was made of women experiencing problems with the operation of the PlayPump.  Notwithstanding the above, today PlayPump installations are far more focused on primary schools and not communities.

With respect to the claim that communities were not consulted on whether they wanted a PlayPump:

From the time of the very first PlayPump installation, both PPI SA and RWS have always communicated with schools and communities before installing a PlayPump.

In Mozambique, we entered into a specific project with Save the Children, a well respected international charitable organisation for the installation of PlayPumps in Xai-Xai Province.  They supplied a list of boreholes for PlayPump installations and assured us that they had conducted the necessary community liaison work (CLO).  When problems came to our attention, it became obvious that in fact this had not been done and that PlayPumps had been installed without any prior discussion with the surrounding community.  Again we experienced a similar problem with UNICEF in Zambia, where we were assured that community liaison work had been done, but it became clear that this was not the case.

Prior to any PlayPump being installed the head of the school is consulted; they in turn will consult with the school governing body and other members of the community as they see fit. A community liaison form is completed for every installation and signed by the responsible official prior to an installation taking place.  Once again we are no longer prepared to accept another organisation’s word that they have conducted CLO.
Returning to the book, comment is made on pumps that produce more volume of water than the PlayPump.

It needs to be understood that each borehole has its own characteristics in terms of depth of borehole, static water level, pump volume and the rate at which the borehole recovers after pumping before it can be used again. There is no point in pumping water out of a borehole at a rate of say 3,000 litres per hour on a prolonged basis if the borehole cannot sustain that extraction rate as the borehole will run dry and in due course potentially collapse rendering it completely unusable.  At RWS each borehole is tested to determine a sustainable extraction rate.  We also have a policy where we will not equip a borehole that does not have a sustainable extraction rate of at least 400 litres per hour.

Dealing lastly with the comment “The PlayPump was inferior in almost every way to the unsexy but functional hand pumps it competed with”.

Firstly we do not see the handpumps as competition.  At RWS we look at the PlayPump as one of many different alternative water infrastructure solutions available.  Each has their own advantages and disadvantages.  Clearly if there was one perfect solution surely by now the world’s water problem would no longer exist. Our view is that the PlayPump is an appropriate solution for primary schools. Our policy is not to replace existing infrastructure unless it is broken and there is no foreseeable prospect of repair.  

To quote again from the World Vision U.S. report, one of the advantages of the PlayPump is “the PlayPump has a low breakdown record due to its robustness, compared to commonly used hand-pumps in rural communities (Afridev, India Mark II etc)”.

In a paper published in July of 2009 by the Rural Water Supply Network, it was stated that “it has been estimated that only two out of three handpumps are working at any given time”.  The same paper goes on to state that “Data from a number of stakeholders in Africa show that many handpumps, considered a robust and simple to maintain option, are actually out of operation”.  In addition it dispels the myth that communities maintain their water facilities on their own.  The reality is that although handpumps are seen as simple robust pieces of equipment, they work for a couple of years, and then once they break down the community has either no money, no skills, no spare parts or no inclination to fix the pump themselves.

RWS not only maintains PlayPumps after installation but does so free of charge to the community.  While our maintenance record may not be perfect, we are still maintaining PlayPumps that were installed as far back as the late 1990’s in South Africa, including some of those installed as part of the PlayPumps International Africa plan.

A point that you seem to ignore altogether is the safety aspect of the water from the PlayPump.  You mention  concern about children injuring themselves playing on a PlayPump but make no mention of the risk of water contamination due to livestock frequenting the area immediately around the handpump to drink.  PlayPump places the tap away from the borehole.  To quote again from the World Vision U.S. report “This pump has very low chances of water-point contamination since the borehole and the tap are far apart”.

 A further point not mentioned is the storage capacity of the PlayPump.  Very often the children will have pumped water into the storage tank that other members of the community can draw off later without having to pump water for themselves.  Handpumps have no storage capacity so anyone wanting water has to pump it for themselves.        

In a different vein, their are real practical problems related to the day to day work of trying to deliver a water solution in the field in Africa ranging from the innaccurate/false reports given by so called reputable charitable organisations, to theft of stock kept at a “secure” government facility, to the vandalizing of a site because someone in the community has their own pump and is making money selling water to other community members.

Our aim is to make the difference that we can by providing the primary resource needed to sustain all people.  Clean water is a basic human right.  We don’t profess to be perfect, but we are not inflexible.  We had make improvements to both processes and equipment over the years as we continue to progress. However we do believe that our efforts make a positive difference in the lives of thousands of people on a daily basis.
I trust that you will accept the content of this letter in the spirit in which it is meant.
Kind regards.

Colin Morris

Director
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