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SALT Project Spring 2009 (Shui 2 Go): Saihan Village
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Chen Xuezhong, 51 years old, lives in Saihan village with his parents, wife, son and son’s wife and their son and daughter. Saihan is located more than 80km from the nearest county seat and has a population of more than 900 people. Locally grown crops include corn, soybean, and sorghum. Most villagers plant corn as their primary crop. Corn serves as their staple food crop as well as the main source of income for villagers. 30% of the households do not have their own farmland. The households who have their own land allotment rely on rainfall to grow their crops. They do not have an irrigation system. Rainfall is not adequate, so the crop yields are lower than in other areas. There are two other industrial crops: tea and walnuts. The climate and geography are not really suitable for growing tea, so only a few tea trees are planted for the villagers’ own consumption. Walnut trees need 4-5 years to mature, so most villagers are discouraged by the long wait before receiving economic benefits from the plants. Villagers raise pigs for their own family’s consumption. They do not sell them because they haven’t had enough water and food to raise many pigs and their village is far from any markets. The corn that is grown is sold to purchase rice for the families to eat. Some families are unable to grow enough corn to get rice for eating. These families must look for work outside the village to try and earn money to purchase rice. The village is situated halfway up the mountainside with poor access to water and surrounded by arid land.


Prior to the drinking water project with CWEF (funded by SALT and Oklahoma LWML), there was no water system for bringing water to households in the village. Instead, each family would assign a family member who was responsible for keeping the home’s water supply replenished. Most households have 8 or 9 people, like Chen Xuezhong’s home. With so many people using the water to drink, prepare food, wash, and care for their pigs, the amount of water required is great. A single person cannot carry enough water for a family. Each trip to get water takes at least 30 minutes, but longer when everyone in the village is collecting water. Because everyone in the past needed to collect water it could take many hours each day just to collect water for the family. The dry season (October to March) was especially bad. Demand for water is high, but the source of water was small and lining up for the available water would at least double the amount of time necessary to collect water.


Water is the “first need,” so villagers would go to begin collecting it first-thing in the morning. It is also cooler in the morning and easier to carry the heavy load. The villagers would go downhill to collect the water then carry the heavy water load back up the hill to their homes. If the day was rainy the walking paths became slippery and it was difficult to walk. For families with fewer family members they rose and collected water in the morning, worked all day and then collected more water in the evening when they wanted to be resting. 


Water access has been the greatest “headache” for residents of Saihan village. As Chen Xuezhong said, “If you don’t have electricity, you can burn firewood, but if you don’t have water, what do you do?” The villagers washed clothes sparingly, rarely bathed and gave poor-quality water to their pigs. Now they have water delivered directly to their home courtyards. Some villagers have built new, sturdy pens to keep their pigs healthy.
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Now that the water project is complete there is water piped to every household in the village. Each family can simply turn the faucet and see clean water appear. Family members who previously spent all of their time and energy fetching water are now able to contribute their energy towards farming and helping with the pigs. Chen Xuezhong says before they didn’t like to go do laundry or use water to bathe, but now they can take a bath, clean their clothes, and brush their teeth when they need to. Their great “headache” has been solved. Getting up early and hiking to the water source, waiting in line, and carrying the heavy loads is a thing of the past. Everyone is so happy and believes this water project is excellent. Chen Xuezhong hopes that with good water access in the village the people will begin to wash their hands and this will help prevent illnesses from entering people’s mouths.
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Background: 


Saihan is a village of Bulang people located in Shuangjiang County in Lincang Prefecture, Yunnan Province. To travel to the village, cars navigate 75 km of cobblestone road followed by 13 km of dirt road. The Saihan villagers spent 5 years to complete the dirt road to and through their village from the cobblestone road. 


The village is split into three parts. The central part is where most of the villagers live. Because it is so crowded, this year they have expanded the village by moving households to a location higher on the mountain and another location along the side of the mountain. The completed water project pipes water to all three portions of the village.


The village sits at an elevation of 4748 feet. The cobblestone road going to the village climbs over 7000 ft before descending back to the elevation of the village. Although it is relatively far south, because of its elevation it can still get cold overnight. The village is a few kilometers up the mountain from the XiaoHei (Little Black) River. This is one of the rivers that flows into the Mekong River. 
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The water source for the Saihan water project is 5 km from the village. It is at a higher elevation than the village, so the water flows easily to the village and down to each portion of the village. One cistern was built at the source. The water is piped from that cistern to a large cistern at the top of the upper portion of the village. The central portion of the village has a smaller cistern. From there, the water pipes out to each of the homes in that area of the village.
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Before the project, the women of the village carried baskets filled with bottles that they filled with water from the nearest source and walked with those baskets back to their homes. Depending on the size of their family they needed to make several trips a day. Before plastic bottles were available the villagers used dried gourds to hold the water. Even today, some of the older villagers still prefer to use the gourds for water containment in their homes.
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