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I can’t thank you enough for supporting our water, sanitation 
and hygiene initiatives – it’s been a truly groundbreaking year.

In some of the most challenging environments in the world,  
our teams have been hard at work bringing clean water to 
vulnerable people. Working alongside partners on the ground, 
we’ve found innovative solutions that are tailored to each 
community’s unique needs.

Often, this means questioning the status-quo and learning  
from our own mistakes. Six years ago, our solar desalination 
stills in Pakistan were one such learning curve. Whilst they were 
a fantastic idea, they couldn’t distil enough water to meet a 
family’s daily needs. But in the last year, technology companies 
have made promising developments. Now, we’re giving insights 
to help them design affordable, high-yielding desalination 
equipment for use in low-income, arid environments.

Other ideas have proven to be absolute game changers, such as 
the Oxfam bucket. Its simple but effective design means people 
no longer have to dip dirty hands or bowls into it – they can use 

a tap fixed to the side of the bucket instead. Successful 
initiatives like these have far-reaching consequences. They  
set a new standard for the way we operate, and often lead  
other international agencies to follow suit. 

In this way, pioneering ideas have the power to change 
countless lives for the better – and it all starts with the help  
of people like you. I hope you enjoy reading about some of the 
projects you’ve helped make possible, and others you may wish 
to back in the coming year.

With your support, we’ll continue to innovate and lead the way 
towards a world without poverty.

Thank you,

Andy Bastable
Head of Water and Sanitation, Oxfam GB
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Innovation doesn’t happen overnight
Trialling, refining and testing ideas takes time. We need to 
monitor our initiatives methodically, gaining enough evidence 
to draw clear learnings. Because of this, change rarely fits into 
neat project cycles. For instance, our “Fresh Fit” container-
based toilet in Kenya has been six years and three innovation 
projects in the making – so far! Seed funding is vital to get 
projects like these off the ground, but they then need long-
term financial support to flourish.

We can’t innovate alone
Rather than trying to do all the designing ourselves, we 
work with product designers, behavioural experts and 
entrepreneurs to gather the best minds for the job. And we 
always look to share our learnings with other organisations,  
to have a bigger influence on the wider sector.

Plans change
Being innovative often means entering uncharted territory. 
Doing this in the fragile, and at times dangerous, environments 
Oxfam operates in, we’re bound to experience delays. These 
could be caused by erratic rainy seasons, fuel shortages, 
bureaucracy, currency fluctuations and a whole host of other 
reasons. An open mind and adaptive approach are therefore 
essential when delivering pilot projects.

Invest equally in hardware and software
A newly-designed toilet is no use without conversations in 
communities about toilet maintenance and good handwashing 
practice. We also need to consider accessibility and safety, 
such as the impact lighting can have in reducing the risk of 
sexual violence for women and girls in conflict zones.

People
We’ll improve the way we engage and 
understand communities in crisis.

Technology
We’ll develop new ways to achieve water 
security in arid lands. 

Systems
We’ll explore new ways to sustain water, 
sanitation and hygiene facilities in the 
long term.

•   We’re currently developing several projects to make water 
and sanitation facilities more sustainable. We’re looking 
to explore new ways of operating and maintaining these 
facilities, and holding service providers to account.   

•   We’re collaborating with engineering companies to press 
them into inventing affordable solar-powered desalination 
technologies for water-scarce areas. 

•   We’re also working with the London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine, and international NGOs, on a new 
initiative. Together, we hope to design, implement, and 
evaluate approaches that use greater engagement with 
communities to improve people’s access to sanitation in  
a crisis situation. 

With so many brilliant ideas like these at the ready, we 
urgently need to raise enough funds to see them through.

INTRODUCTION

What have we learnt?

Looking forward

What’s in the pipeline?

Reflecting on our work in the field, we have found that:

There are three key areas that we hope to improve on over the next two years:

This year, we began the process of sourcing innovation proposals by holding webinars with Oxfam staff all over the world. Our 
technical experts then identified the most promising ideas, and helped turn them into project plans. Here are just a few of them:
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TWT blending in 
with other toilets.

In Rakhine State, Myanmar, over 900 displaced people now 
have access to special toilets. What is it that makes them 
special? With the help of earth worms, the lifespan of these 
toilets will increase, and they can help turn human waste 
into safe compost.

The striped worms digest faeces, accelerating 
decomposition and reducing the spread of germs. This makes 
them ideal for use in big makeshift camps, where emptying 
communal latrines regularly can be extremely difficult. 

Working alongside Dr Claire Furlong from the IHE Delft 
Institute for Water Education, we’ve been trialling new 
Tiger Worm Toilets in humanitarian camps. These camps 
often need to be set up at great speed in the aftermath of 
crisis, but worm harvesting takes time. So we adapted to 
the urgent need, testing a design that allows worms to be 
added after the toilets are in use. 

We also had to be mindful of longevity, as displaced people 
are staying in the Myanmar camps for ever-increasing 
periods of time. Fortunately, our Tiger Worm Toilets have 
lasted, proving cheaper over their lifetime and better for the 
environment than the pit latrine alternative.  

We even had to contend with the Myanmar weather. The low 
marshy land leaves the Tiger Worm Toilets prone to flooding 
in the rainy season. We monitored this carefully, and when 
the waters receded, resilient baby worms were found living 
in the pits. This is a promising sign that these toilets are 
hardy enough to be installed in other flood-prone areas. 

PROJECT UPDATE

Diagram of a Tiger Worm Toilet
Inlet pipe 10cm external 
diameter approx. 
enters tank 10cm below 
the top of the tank

Surface area 0.7 to 1m2

Tank open bottomed 
half above half below ground

Headspace 
40cm below 
the bottom 
of the pipe

Bedding layer 10cm deep Total depth of tank 1m
Drainage layer gravel 40cm

Soil below the tank attached to 
a standard superstructure

Tiger Worm Toilets

As with all of our innovations, we are constantly monitoring 
their success, and speaking to the local community to 
gather their opinions. These learnings will then be put 
to good use on other Oxfam Tiger Worm Toilet projects in 
Ethiopia and Sierra Leone.

The Myanmar project is now in its final year, having 
completed construction of 45 household units and 17 
communal blocks. We’ve learnt a lot and most importantly, 
we’ve provided a more pleasant and dignified toilet 
experience for the vulnerable people that live there. 

We’re confident we can take these innovations to other 
countries, and set a new precedent for emergency 
sanitation response. In fact, we’ve recently taken Tiger 
Worm Toilets to Bangladesh to help the thousands of 
Rohingya people arriving there. But all of this development 
simply wouldn’t be possible without continued investment 
from committed supporters like you. 

“We try to have a deep understanding on 
who the users are and how the use of the 
toilets can improve their lives – listening 
to their voices and opinions.”
Oo Shwe Than, Oxfam monitor in Myanmar 

The Indian 
Blue variety 
of composting 
worm, bought 
locally in 
Myanmar. 
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“On my arrival, I quickly saw how 
challenging it is to wash your hands 
without free running water. The commonly 
used Tippy-Tap (a jerry-can and foot pedal 
to tip soap and water over your hands) 
works well for an able-bodied adult; for 
children it can be a bit of a shower at 
the same time, and is not so easy for the 
elderly. A simple rule of thumb in design is:  
if it’s not practical, people won’t use it.”
Joel Trotter, Independent researcher and designer

You may remember reading about our award of £200,000 
from the Humanitarian Innovation Fund. Their challenge to 
us? Design a handwashing kit for use in emergencies.  

Our initial design came from students at Beech Grove 
Academy in Kent. We then collaborated with a whole 
host of experts to develop a prototype for a freestanding 
handwashing station. 

One of the main problems with the widely used tippy-tap, 
was that water would splash all over the people using them, 
especially children. So our design came with two Handy 
WaSH taps, and a plastic vacuum-formed tank and water 
collection tray, to stop this happening. It also included 
angled mirrors, soap in a net, and a hose for water runoff.

This new design was tested here in the UK, then deployed to 
a refugee camp in Tanzania. We wanted to closely monitor 
its durability and usability in an emergency environment. 

We trialled the handwashing stations next to newly 
constructed latrines, and they were quickly put to good use 
as refugees continuously arrived from Burundi.

How did the new kit fare? Here are a few first impressions 
from the people in the camp:

 “ I like that you use less energy, no need to push your  
foot down”

“ We appreciated the system, how the water flows,  
the presence of the mirror lets me see how I look 
which I very much like”

 “Very easy for the children”

 “ In rainy season, can it be stable? Heavy rain and 
strong wind is a big issue”

 “ We like that no water drops are directed to our legs 
like the Tippy-Tap”

 “ We are happy thank you very much, you have done  
a nice thing”

With your ongoing support, we could take the design into 
mass production, reducing the cost of each kit significantly 
and preventing the spread of disease all over the world. 

PROJECT UPDATE

Communal handwashing 
in emergencies

A child using the common Tippy Tap 
handwashing station, Nduta camp in Tanzania. 

Joel assembling 
the prototypes 
in Nduta camp.

Curious children  
investigating the new kit  
(and loving the mirror!)



Diagram of Slow Sand Filtration

Hangar

Towards tap stand

10cm 
reinforced 
concrete

FilterDecanter
Reservoir

“I am a housewife and mother of eight 
children. We thank Oxfam very much for its 
support in the supply of drinking water to 
the village. Our children no longer suffer 
from diarrhoeal diseases because we no 
longer consume the water of the river, but 
the water from bio-sand filters instead.”
Djamila Boubacar, Wissili village, Niger

PROJECT UPDATE

Slow Sand Filtration 

Construction 
of the newly 
designed Slow 
Sand Filtration 
system, with 
clean drinking 
water accessible 
from the  
tap stand. 

A Zinder 
villager in 
rural Niger 
fills her 
buckets 
with clean, 
filtered 
water. 
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In rural Niger, half the population have no access to 
safe drinking water. This is largely because the region is 
covered by a granite bedrock, which makes reaching the 
groundwater very difficult.  

So we met with our partners on the ground to decide how 
best to overcome this challenge and supply safe drinking 
water to 250 people. With groundwater so hard to reach, we 
decided to clean dirty surface water instead. This is made 
possible by slow sand filtration technology. 

In early 2017, three bio-filter installations were constructed 
in Niger. We then worked with communities to set up local 
committees, who were trained to help operate and maintain 
the equipment. 

The local committees helped the project go from strength 
to strength, creating a maintenance guide, supervising 
repair plumbers, and raising awareness of good hygiene 
practices in the community. 

The project proved to be a huge success, and it didn’t 
end with supplying safe drinking water. It also created a 
significant improvement in hygiene and sanitation practices 
and far fewer people fell ill with water-borne diseases. None 
of this would’ve been possible without investment from 
dedicated supporters like you. 

On a global level, we know that handing over water facilities 
to local communities to operate and maintain does not 
always achieve such positive results. 

So in the year ahead, we’ll be gathering learnings on why 
some management styles have succeeded and others  
have failed. We’ll also be looking for ways to make the 
private sector and national service providers more involved 
and accountable.
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Thanks to supporters like you, 
we were able to roll out our 
“Water ATM” programme and 
we’re currently trialling it in 
several countries.
Here, Rukia Billow uses her 
electronic token to get water 
from an ATM in Hadado, Kenya.

Do you have any questions about Oxfam Pioneers?
Alicia Phipps at Oxfam would be happy to help.  
You can reach her on: 
Telephone: 0300 200 1300 Email: pioneers@oxfam.org.uk

People like you make innovation possible. 
With your support, we don’t just throw 
money at a problem. We take the time to 
invent, trial, and test water, sanitation 
and hygiene solutions that are tailored to 
the people who need them most. We’re 
honest about our shortfallings, because 
every unsuccessful project provides vital 
learnings to take forward to the next. 

Thank you for believing in this pioneering 
approach. With your continued support, 
we will strive to transform many more lives 
in the year ahead. 

Keep up to date with our exciting 
projects as they progress at 
www.oxfam.org.uk/pioneers
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