ACT Visits Excellent Development’s work in Kenya

I have made two previous visits to see the work of Excellent Development in Kenya – one when we were convinced of the effectiveness of sand dams (Jan 2007) and later to see how the work has developed (March 2009).  
This year, we were fortunate that our visit was to coincide with an exchange visit of a group of technical staff from a Zimbabwean NGO called the Dabane Trust.  This was the second team of Dabane staff who had come to Kenya to see how sand dams are built so that they can begin to construct them in Zimbabwe.
Excellent’s operational partner, The Africa Sand Dam Foundation (ASDF) was our host.  As ASDF are only eight months old, the ACT team were very impressed with their maturity and capacity.  The manner in which they managed the influx of visitors (both ACT and the Dabane Trust) was calm and confident.  It is to their considerable credit that the trip ran so smoothly.  Furthermore, the organisation’s leaders, Musila and Kyalo, seem to generate enormous respect from employees and from the communities alike – as they have credibility as successful farmers, and clearly are passionate about what they are trying to achieve.
The continuing support that ASDF receives from Excellent has undoubtedly facilitated the smooth and effective establishment of a well-run and effective NGO. They have been impressive in the pace at which is supporting new communities.  They do not go looking for work but rather receive requests from community self help groups (the recognised Kenyan registration for community organisations) who want support in improving access to water and in making their agriculture more sustainable.  

In the area where ASDF work, families can spend up to 6-8 hours a day in the dry season walking or cycling to collect water.  But with a dam built near their village, water is now accessible throughout the year.  The miracle is that, although these dams fill up with sand, the large particle size means that between 25-40% of the volume is actually water – and the sand protects it from evaporation in the hot tropical sun.  Water can be accessed either by putting a tap at the base of the dam itself, or by simply digging holes in the sand which will fill up with water, in the same way that it does when you dig a hole on the beach. 
I am most grateful to two trustees, Paul Heal (who is also an Andrews & Partners non-exec Director) and Liz Hughes for giving their time to accompany me on the visit.  We were all impressed by the quality of the work being undertaken by communities and I know that both trustees were also convinced of the role that sand dams (with terracing and the promotion of drought-resistant crops and trees) can play in assisting farming communities to improve their food and water security. 

However, we recognise that for Excellent Development there is still a big step to make in making this technology available to people in other countries and in supporting new organisations.  The Dabane Trust in Zimbabwe is likely to be one of the first to be supported.

We have returned to the UK committed to supporting Excellent to become organisationally confident in making these next important steps.
Check out Excellent’s website at www.excellentdevelopment.com where you can learn more about sand dams or take up some terrific fundraising challenges to support this brilliant work.
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