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Why do people ask of development aid to create “perpetual motion”, when this is physically
impossible? Is there any such thing as sustainable development aid? Fontes Foundation and
its staff have more than 20 years experience in the development aid sector, and based on
lessons learned the hard way, a unique approach has been developed which is being
implemented by Fontes Foundation in Uganda and Mozambique. Sometimes, doing it the
hard way and the slow way, is what will really produce lasting impact.

The approach widely used in development aid today can be illustrated by thinking of setting
a train in motion; the development partners provide the initial push to put the train in motion
and thereafter the train will keep moving. For example, the installation of a water project is
providing the main infrastructure (which, according to most people, has the highest cost) and
then people will be able to draw safe water as long as they maintain it. Or the construction
of a school building (again, providing the capital expenditure thought hard to mobilise locally)
which leads to the result that the education environment will improve, but the school must
keep maintaining the project. Unfortunately, experience shows that the reality is different. If

one is traveling around Uganda, he or she can see broken hand
pumps in almost every village. Or, one can easily spot public
latrines locked up and never used. To come back to the train
allegory: no train will keep moving without fuel and maintenance
(operations and maintenance costs), as well as tracks to run on
(symbolizing the enabling environment such as government
support and a good environment for the community to manage

the project in). Otherwise, it would be something what could be called perpetual motion,
something that runs and runs without needing any additional input. Perpetual motion in physics
is defined as “Motion that continues indefinitely without any external source of energy;
impossible in practice because of friction.“ As the definition says, it is impossible in physics

Is sustainable development aid really possible?
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because of friction. The question which could be asked then is why this seems to be expected
in Development Aid.

We are always asked to design and implement “sustainable”
projects. Although the initial definition of sustainability focused on
interventions that would make sure the environment can support
future generations as well, many people in the context of
development aid understand it as the “perpetual motion”
concept: put something in place that will afterwards run itself. Projects that aim to do this are
deemed genius and with seemingly high possibilities for success. But why should the
development sector strive to do something that both reality and physics has shown to be
impossible?

Fontes Foundation understands sustainability differently: no technology is sustainable, but it is
the people who run it that make it sustainable. Think about a car. A car is definitely not a very
sustainable technology. Car owners frequently have to fix tyres, suspensions or shock absorbers
to keep it running. But still, a car can run for many decades, and is therefore “sustainable”. The
reason for this is simple: people have the motivation to constantly put in some money to keep
it running, because if they do not, the costs (eg. using a taxi) would be too high. This shows that
if Fontes Foundation wants projects where the infrastructure is sustainable, the focus has to be
laid on the people that are responsible for it and the motivation and knowledge that make
them keep looking after it.

Only if Fontes Foundation is working within such a framework, the projects become “sustainable”
in a sense that it will keep providing services over time. However, it is much easier to buy a few
hand pumps which are used to pump water out of a well than to work with complex situations
such as people and motivations. As will be seen later, working with people takes a long time
and is not straight forward. Therefore, long-term projects are not very popular amongst donors:
they involve commitment over time and results that are hard to measure. How can one for
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example document the change in attitude in a water committee from carrying out emergency
repairs only to carrying out preventive maintenance?

It is all about educating the people so that they can
continue to educate themselves and their environment.
Ultimately, development is always about the people, and
this is how it should be. Even if fancy roads and buildings
can be seen and people say that “this country is
developed”, a country is only as developed as the
knowledge held by its people. But educating people
(including ourselves) takes time. People with a higher
degree of education, independent on which continent

they grew up, went to school between 13 and 20 years to become the people they are now.
Education starts from birth with what people learn from their parents, and continues throughout
their lives. It is greatly enhanced by the education which they receive at school, but also
comprises experience and exposure. Considering the time it takes to absorb education, how
can it ever make sense to develop projects with time frames from 1-3 years? Considering the
starting point of people in developing countries, the minimum project duration should be at
least 10 years.

Most developing countries face a huge challenge in increasing the education levels of their
population. Low education levels can be directly linked to poverty, and only if those levels can
be increased one can achieve what development aid often tries to do: create help-to-self-help
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projects. Numerous projects fail because there is a lack of understanding of the project in the
target population and how to deal with it, and a poor capacity building component. Knowing
this, the main focus of all projects should be on capacity building, but again, this is costly, takes
a lot of time and effort and the results are not easy to measure. On the other hand, once
provided education is a fantastic form of aid, because it cannot be taken away from people.
If you have educated people, their knowledge will stay with them and - ideally - will be
increased over time, and will also be passed on to others.

But in many areas of the developing world, people have more important things to worry about
than reaching a high level of education. People struggle with covering basic needs, such as
putting food on the table, paying for health services and fetching water. Therefore, it is in a
first step necessary to make sure these basic needs are covered
before starting to make people interested in education. In the
communities in Queen Elizabeth National Park, which lies in the
Western part of Uganda and where Fontes has different water
projects, this was exactly the case. By providing water and
making sure hygiene and sanitation is improved, people can
focus on other things than water, food and health. In areas such
as Kanungu, which is located in South-western Uganda, and
Kampala, where basic needs are met to a higher degree, it is possible to focus directly on
education, like Fontes Foundation does through the nursery school projects in Kanungu and
the youth project in Kampala. To put it differently, providing water and health are only first (but
important) steps to start focusing on the real issue: education.

A true story should serve best to show the powerful impact of education. This story is about
Pascal, an orphan boy from the community of Katunguru-Rubirizi in Queen Elizabeth National
Park in the Western part of Uganda, among the poorest communities in the country. His father

“To put it differently,
providing water and
health are only first (but
important) steps to start
focusing on the real
issue: education.”





was killed by rebels and his mother died when he was young. Some relatives managed to pay
his secondary school fees, but then he dropped out and had to help his uncle with fishing for
a living. The village of Katunguru has about 600 inhabitants and is greatly exposed being in a
national park. Farming is impossible and keeping livestock is risky due to attacks from wild
animals. The only livelihood is fishing, but due to dwindling stocks the activity is restricted to
certain areas and there are frequent fishing bans. As a result, people are leaving the village
and diseases are rife. Fetching water was a risk to your life because of hippos and crocodiles,
and the water was highly contaminated by human and animal waste. The parents saw no
point of sending children to school; there were no prospects of going to secondary school
anyway. Therefore, most children dropped out after the fourth grade of primary school for

marriage or fishing.

It was clear that in such a community, an “entry point” was
needed to improve living conditions and health, and to build
trust between the NGO and the population. Community-
based water projects are great entry points because they
can quickly make a change in people’s lives, and they also
start the process of building capacity in ordinary people
through their work on the water committee. Fontes
Foundation installed a safe water project in Katunguru-

Rubirizi in 2004 in cooperation with the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA). Already at the time
of installation, Pascal was highly involved in the project. The project is run by a community-
based committee, which collects revenues from water sales and pays for expenditures on fuel
and chemicals, as well as allowances for the people that run the system. The system is still
running to date, as a result of continuous capacity building.

However, Fontes Foundation soon discovered that whenever there was a technical
breakdown, it could easily be tracked back to a management issue: for example, technicians
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did not time the pumping and as a consequence, the pump would run dry for many hours,
which will gradually lead to damages. Or, the generator was not serviced because they forgot
to track how many hours it was running. Or, they did not
have money for fuel because the committee had lost
track of funds. Clearly, there was a lack of capacity in
the community, which resulted in problems with the water
project. However, it was not possible to get people with
higher education locally, as not a single resident had
gone to secondary school. The situation was not likely to
improve in future either, since most students at the local primary school dropped out before
completing. Fontes Foundation realised that in order to make the water project more
sustainable, it was now necessary to invest in education.

The project started with what was within the means of Fontes Foundation, and support to the
local primary school started in 2006, improving infrastructure, providing uniforms as incentives
to parents and providing learning materials and an additional source of income. However,
students and parents still saw no point of staying in school, since no one could afford to go to
secondary school anyway. Therefore, the scholarship project was created in 2006, with Pascal
as the first student. Students are given full scholarship for secondary school from Katunguru
Sub-County, based on a transparent selection process. Today, 13 students are studying under
the programme, and 4 have already graduated from high school.

But education is not only about knowledge which has been learned at school. It is also about
experiences and exposure to life. This is especially true in Uganda, where the curriculum at school
is quite outdated and strongly focuses on theory and not on practice. In addition, having parents
with no education also makes it difficult for the students to receive proper career guidance and
mentoring throughout secondary school, and also during career choices after. Another problem

“Today, 13 students are stu-
dying under the programme,
and 4 have already gradu-
ated from high school.”

Public water tap station in
Kisenyi, Western Uganda





is a lack of self-confidence: as an orphan Pascal had always been secondary to his aunt and
uncle’s biological children and no one had believed in him or listened to his opinions. All these
challenges are general problems in the Ugandan society that Fontes Foundation is also trying
to address through the newly established Youth Project in Kampala, where youth are given
English, computer and entrepreneurship skills. In the scholarship programme, the challenges
were handled by hiring a scholarship coordinator who would provide both moral and academic
support, as well as guidance. Fontes Foundation also tries to involve the students as much as
possible in the water projects. In this way, they learn about community mobilization, technical
aspects as well as how to do simple accountability and run a water system in practice. The
contribution from the scholarship students towards the training of the water committee members
during their holidays has been invaluable. At that point, the first direct results in the management
of the water projects through our education programme have been already seen.

But Pascal did not stop there. After he had completed high school in 2010, he got a job at a
local, high-end tourist lodge called Katara Lodge, which is situated beautifully placed on the
escarpment overlooking Queen Elizabeth National Park. Pascal was first hired as a waiter, but
the lodge management soon saw his experience in running community projects that he had
gained through the work with the water project in Katunguru. They asked him to put together

a community outreach programme for the Lodge, in order to
improve the relations between the lodge and the communities
around. Pascal started a coffee growing project, and
encourages people to grow coffee that is bought and
processed at the lodge. It is served to the hotel guests, but also
sold to tourists. The project is highly successful and has greatly
improved the relationship between the lodge and the
community. Through his education and experience, Pascal is

“Through his education
and experience, Pascal
is now able to give
something back to the
community he’s coming
from.”
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now able to give something back to the community he’s coming from. In addition, he still
provides guidance to the management of the water project in Katunguru, and he also advises
other income generating groups that have emerged on management and financial issues.

The loop is closed: through providing water, you can
focus on education, which again has positive benefits
on the water project and the development of the
community as a whole. This is what Fontes Foundation
calls real sustainable development. As can be seen from
this story, it takes at least 6 years until you start seeing
any results.

In addition, it is extremely difficult to measure the results:
Maybe one can quantify the increased income of the

people selling coffee to the lodge. But how should Pascal’s support and guidance towards the
running of the water project been put in monetary terms? What about the effect his story has
on young students that now choose to stay in school (the primary school recently started a 7th

grade class for the first time)? What about his contribution towards the community as a whole,
encouraging the setting up of private undertakings like a chicken farm?

Pascal’s story was only possible because of the long-term vision Fontes Foundation has in the
area. While people are being educated, the projects have to be continuously followed up,
otherwise the small technical troubles caused by management problems will lead to a full stop
in service delivery. Follow up does not necessarily need a full time presence, but it often just
means answering a question over the phone or showing up every 3-4 months. The communities
grow with this kind of support; they know they have to do most of the work themselves, but they
also know there is someone there in case they need help, and they also know that someone
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will come by regularly and check on them. This puts a positive pressure on them to keep working
and to solve problems. This kind of support is also not very expensive, since most maintenance
expenses are covered by the community themselves. When they are continuously followed
up and trained, the financial management tends to improve so savings are readily available
when something breaks down. But still, costs are involved, such as salaries and transport; costs
which donors are not seeing the point of covering but that are crucial for the durability of the
projects.

What has Fontes Foundation achieved with this approach? Five water projects have been
providing safe water to approximately 7000 people since 2004, with only short down times (not
more than 2 weeks). In case of large breakdowns, innovative solutions were found by the
communities themselves to borrow generators from nearby projects, or persuading UWA to
pump water for them, so that water could be supplied while repairs were going on. Every year,
Fontes Foundation organizes a highly popular water seminar where committees from all villages
are invited to share experiences and receive more training. Despite a high turnover in
committee members over the years, as well as the addition of new projects (that should
theoretically start at zero), the general knowledge level observed during the seminars has
steadily improved. We see this directly by looking at the questions asked by the participants,
the way they participate and also the level of
complexity of the themes discussed. This means that
there is a general increase in the level of capacity
across the board in all the communities. In addition, a
number of positive spin-off effects can be seen. For
example, due to the long distance to the commercial
banks, many water committees use the village banks
to store their money. The increased cash flow has

“In addition, people use the
knowledge they get from the
water projects about how to
work in a committee and basic
accountability and financial
management by creating new
income generating groups.”
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provided the possibility for other people to borrow money to improve their businesses. In
addition, people use the knowledge they get from the water projects about how to work in a
committee and basic accountability and financial management by creating new income
generating groups. For example, members of the water committee in Katunguru started a
chicken farm a few years ago that is still highly profitable. Additionally, Fontes Foundation’s
efforts are also shown in increased financial capability of the water projects, which is a proof
of better financial management. When a pump broke down in Katunguru last year, the
committee managed to mobilize 2 million shillings (USD 800) in less than 3 weeks to buy a new
pump. This is quite impressive considering the population is about 600 people which live on less
than 1 USD a day.

But all this follow up work is costly. Cost analysis done by Fontes Foundation shows that it costs
between 5000 and 10,000 USD per project to keep this follow up and capacity building running
every year. This includes all costs, such as administration costs in Norway and Uganda, as well
as transport, salaries, accommodation, insurances, etc. It can be argued that it could probably
be done in a more cost-effective way, and Fontes Foundation is trying out new models. But
the expenses are there, and they are extremely difficult to get funded (due to the above
discussed reasons).

It is therefore pertinent to ask: is it really necessary? After
all, there are projects which keep running without all
this support. Fontes Foundation was involved in a
project where water systems were installed in 4 different
villages in Uganda in 2006-07. However, Fontes
Foundation was only hired to implement the projects,
and was not given the mandate to follow them up.
Today, two projects have ceased to work completely,

“This means that 50% of the
projects failed, whereas 50% of
the projects were able to keep
providing services only with the
initial set up and training. Is it
worth all the money to keep
these 50% running?”
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but two other projects are still running (with some interruptions) without receiving any of this
support. This means that 50% of the projects failed, whereas 50% of the projects were able to
keep providing services only with the initial set up and training. Is it worth all the money to keep
these 50% running?

The next question to ask is if a 50% success rate can be
considered as effective aid. As an organisation, when
Fontes Foundation is entrusted with funds from a donor, it
needs to make sure that it keeps what it promises (a
sustainable water project delivering services over time). To
do this, we need to reduce the risks of failure. We know that
providing follow up and support brings results, and
therefore this is our chosen approach to reduce risk. But like
in any setting, reducing risk comes at a cost: If somebody
wants a safer car, it will cost this person more, or if somebody decides to drive slower and safer,
it will be more time-consuming to reach the destination. The same thing seems to be true in
the financial sector; if you are not willing to take risks when investing money, you will get a
lower return. The situation is always the same. The challenge is how to get this risk-reducing
approach funded when donors only focus on short term projects and local governments only
have limited capacity to provide the same support. Donors have to be educated in what real
aid is, how education and long-term capacity building is the key to development and that
projects with exit strategies after 3 years have a 50% chance to fail unless they are followed
up after. Long-term follow up and education is expensive, but has positive effects far beyond
the actual project and will help shaping the future generation in developing countries. That is
what Fontes Foundation calls appropriate and sustainable aid.

“Long-term follow up and
education is expensive, but
has positive effects far bey-
ond the actual project and
will help shaping the future
generation in developing
countries.”

Children at the Katunguru-
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