Panama Post Trip Report
SAIWI
Dates: May 24 – June 12, 2012
Trip Participants
Trip Leader: Lindsay Gilbertson
Trip Advisor: Pat Wilbur
Students: Casandra Woodward and Lydia Peri
In-Country Contact (Peace Corps): Tricia Wilbur
May 24-26 (Travel and Supplies)
The group arrived in San Jose, Costa Rica on the evening of May 24. The group traveled
by van on May 25 with a private tour company to Bocas del Toro where Tricia Wilbur, the Peace
Corps volunteer and our in-country contact, met the group. May 26 was used to shop for
supplies for the composting latrines and to transport them by boat to Valle Escondido on Isla
San Cristobal. The shopping was completed with community involvement and community
members also aided in transporting the supplies. The evening of May 26, the group arrived in
Valle Escondido and was greeted warmly by the community.

Valle Escondido, Panama.

May 27 – June 12 (Work in Valle Escondido, Panama and Travel Home)
The group spent time getting to know the community, working on two composting
latrines, surveying the aqueduct system, and testing water quality in Valle Escondido and in San
Cristobal, a neighboring village. Sundays were rest days in the community and SAIWI watched
community baseball games while spending time building relationships with community
members. Latrine construction made up the majority of the trip, while two days were spent
going back to Bocas del Toro for more supplies and approximately three days were used for
aqueduct surveys and water quality testing. SAIWI made sure there was community
involvement each day to work in accordance with Peace Corps guidelines and to ensure the
projects would be sustainable.
Latrine construction was projected to take approximately 5 days. The latrine for one
family, which had continuous support from the family, was completed in 7 work days. When
SAIWI left, the only portion of the latrine that was not completed was the family’s required
contribution: wood paneling to enclose the latrine.

First family’s latrine progress, before the second seat was installed.

The latrine for the second family was also nearly complete when SAIWI left the village,
with approximately 6 work days spent on the construction. The latrine was complete except for
the outer wood frame and roof, attachment of the seats, and the family’s contribution of the
wood enclosure.

Second family’s latrine progress.

SAIWI members learned the steps for latrine construction from the community
members, as the village had built numerous other latrines. In an effort to improve the seat
construction, SAIWI successfully made ferrocement seats, using the same method we had
learned from Save the Rain for rain tank construction. These seats are lighter weight than the
previous seats made from a mold and should be stronger and experience less cracking. The new
method was accepted by the community. SAIWI left supplies for the community to finish seats
and miscellaneous unfinished portions of some of the previously constructed latrines.

Seat construction with ferrocement method.

Water quality tests were conducted in Valle Escondido and in San Cristobal. In San
Cristobal two tests were performed at family faucets, one for each water source feeding the
village. Both sites were 0 ppm nitrate and nitrite, pH 7, and positive for coliform bacteria. In
Valle Escondido, water quality tests were performed at Tricia’s faucet, in the clothing washing
portion of a stream, as the water exits the series of storage and settling tanks on its way to the
community, and at the spring sources. At all test sites, the water tested 0 ppm for nitrate and
nitrite, 6.5 to 7 pH, and positive for coliform bacteria. Water samples from Valle Escondido
were brought home for analysis of turbidity, phosphates, and arsenic. These results will be
provided to SAIWI and to the Peace Corps when they are available.

Spring source.

SAIWI used an Abney level, a tape measure, and a GPS to survey Valle Escondido’s
existing water system. The group surveyed a new potential spring source down to where it
would meet the existing aqueduct system. The group surveyed the existing PVC piping system
that pipes water down from the spring sources, including head measurements at each faucet
and exit point for water within the system. The survey data will be input into a program called
Neatworks for analysis of the system. Tricia will complete the analysis and SAIWI will help her
review the results to make recommendations for improvement of the aqueduct system.

Aqueduct survey.

The community members in Valle Escondido were welcoming and demonstrated
wonderful work ethic. The relationship with the Peace Corps helped with the success of the
project. Tricia was a wonderful host and SAIWI stayed in her hut with her, which gave the
students an experience in Peace Corps lifestyle. Both Tricia and Pat translated Spanish to
English for us. However, if SAIWI students speak Spanish they would be able to stay with host
families, which would allow for more students to go on trips to Valle Escondido in the future.
Valle Escondido community members held a going away party the last night SAIWI was there,
including gifts of cacao to the group and Panamanian dancing (and dance lessons for us!) SAIWI
had brought small gifts for the children, which we gave out at this event. The community was
very grateful for the donations of the latrine supplies and SAIWI is grateful for the lessons
learned in latrine building. Overall, SAIWI members learned many cultural, health, sanitation,
and hydrology lessons on this trip.
SAIWI recommends a future trip to implement controls on the community’s gray water
system. Many of the sinks in each home do not adequately drain into the gray water line, so
much of the village experiences pools of standing water where the sinks empty onto the
ground. Standing water creates many health risks, but most problematic is the potential for
breeding of mosquitoes which can carry malaria and dengue fever. A future trip could include
placement of gravel filters outside each home to eliminate the standing water and to make the
gray water system more effective and sanitary. The trip could also include construction of more
latrines. Another future SAIWI trip may be proposed to include improvement of the aqueduct
system (adding a spring source, piping controls to improve water pressure, and spring source
protection to improve water quality). However, until the data from the survey is processed, the
exact improvements and scope of this project remain unknown.
The group returned to Bocas del Toro on June 9 to engage in a few tourism activities
before returning to San Jose, Costa Rica on June 11 and flying back to the U.S. on June 12.

Final Budget Summary
Cost
$762 for 3 & $720 for 1
$111 roundtrip for 4

SAIWI
$3006.00
$444.00

$25.00 for 2 nights per person x 4
$28.00 per person x 4
~$300 per person x 4

$112.00

Latrine Supplies and Boat
Transportation
Aqueduct Survey Supplies

$1323.00

$1323.00

$100.00

$100.00

Health (First Aid, Water Filters)
and Community Supplies (Gifts for
children)
Total

$425.00

$425.00

$6810.00

$5410.00

Airfare
Transportation San Jose to Bocas
del Toro
Lodging in San Jose
San Jose Departure Tax
Lodging, food, and tourism

Individual

$50.00 x 4
$300.00 x 4

$1400.00

