
The Long Road to Where You Started  
By Barbara Donachy  

 
In Nicaragua, the amount of time needed to get from one place to another is unpredictable but, 
most generally, it is longer than you would think. This is true both literally and figuratively. 
Specifically, the Potters for Peace (PFP) goal of providing potable water to rural communities in 
Nicaragua has taken many twists and turns. Attainment of the goal remains as nebulous as the 
October sky over the Atlantic Coast.  
 
It has been over 5 ½ years since Hurricane Mitch hit Nicaragua. Next to the earthquake of 1972, 
the ten-year contra war, and the impact of globalization, it is probably the worst disaster in the 
last 100 years. It left a rural water supply that was largely contaminated. In order to prevent 
widespread epidemics, USAID emergency efforts provided 40,000 biosand filtration units. 
Potters for Peace raised money to start a small filter production facility in Ciudad Sandino, 
Nicaragua to produce colloidal silver impregnated ceramic water filters.  
 
The factory employed four Nicaraguans who were paid by PFP and trained by PFP Nica 
coordinator, Ron Rivera. The manager of the shop, Juan Carlos who had been an agricultural 
worker with no experience in working with clay or firing kilns, learned quickly, took the 
responsibility seriously and did an incredible job. In the first year, 5,000 filter units called Filtron 
were produced and distributed throughout Nicaragua by non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) such as the Red Cross, Acción Medica Cristiana, the Minnesota Health Project and 
Project Concern International. 
 
This all looked very good and we patted ourselves on the back for a job well done. 

  

 

 
But many questions about the filter, its function both in the lab and the field remained 
unanswered. In late 2001, PFP and Jubilee House applied for and received $30,000 from USAID 
for a study that had to be completed by the end of the year. MIT lecturer and owner of Alethia 
Environmental, Daniele Lantagne, came to Nicaragua and in less than three months conducted a 
field and lab study and produced a 200 page report titled, “Investigation of the Potters for Peace 
Colloidal Silver Impregnated Ceramic Filter, Reports I and II”. Being mostly potters, no one in 
PFP read it. 



In July of 2002, Andy Bardwell (current DJPC board member), myself, and two of our children 
including Mary Donachy, current DJPC intern, went to Nicaragua primarily for language school. 
Andy, being a science/math person and not a potter, did read the report and he called to our 
attention findings in “Report II: Field Investigations”. These did not look good, and it took some 
period of time to raise awareness within PFP of these findings and the need for remediation. 

Although the report showed a consistently high rate of bacterial removal (98 to 100%) in the 
laboratory, 80% of the water from the filter units in the campo tested positive for fecal coliforms, 
hydrogen sulfide producing bacteria and/or E.coli. A high percentage of the filters were clogged 
and not producing an adequate amount of water. Many were broken. Some users reported 
“cleaning” their filters every other day, each cleaning providing an opportunity for 
recontamination. Some cleaned their filters with corncobs further aggravating the clogging. 
About 70% of the families reported that they used source water to wash out the filter receptacles 
(a problem since the filtered water that enters the receptacle has no residual antimicrobial 
ability).  
 
What became clear from the Alethia study was a lack of understanding on the part of PFP, health 
and other NGOs, trainers, health promoters, volunteers and users of how the filter works, its 
potential and its limitations. PFP had unintentionally provided wrong information in training and 
printed information. We made false assumptions that health organizations would know more 
than they did. For example, health promoters or community volunteers may be educated in 
certain areas of public health, such as family planning, immunization, or herbal medicine, yet 
they may know little or nothing about water, filtration, colloidal silver or waterborne diseases.  
In an effort to remedy these problems, Diana Bohn (PFP board secretary) and I went to 
Nicaragua for three weeks in July-August of 2003. We met with over a dozen NGOs throughout 
Nicaragua that had distributed filters. Our intent was primarily to solicit their participation in a 
collaborative grant proposal (we went with draft in hand) for in-depth training and monitoring of 
the filter in the campo.  

  



 
Vilma Hernandez, promoter for Tienda Campesina,  

taking water samples in Achuapa in Auin  

Vilma Hernandez traveled with us. She is a hardy campesina trainer for the Cooperativa 
Multisectoral Juan Francisco Paz Silvia in Achuapa that produces organic sesame seeds as one of 
its projects. Vilma had been taught to use Hach field tests for detecting hydrogen sulfide 
producing bacteria. She and Lillian Hall of the Quaker organization ProNica, had gotten 
dramatic community response when using these to test wells in Achuapa to determine the most 
needy areas for a small filter distribution project. The tests not only turn contaminated water 
black but produce a foul rotten-egg smell. 

We traveled by bus and stayed in the cheapest hotels we could find. The meetings were at times 
like a Tower of Babel. Diana is fluent in spoken Spanish but not too familiar with filter 
terminology, I knew the technical terms in Spanish but could not follow more than a few minutes 
of fast paced speaking. Vilma spoke no English and in fact spoke only campesino Spanish. Staff 
of organizations spoke German or Italian as a first language. At one meeting with a Spanish 
NGO, we had to have the Nicaraguan trainer translate what the Spanish director (from Spain) 
was saying. 

The net results were budget proposals for participation from five NGOs and a proposal for 
project coordination from Movimundo, an Italian funded NGO with about 10 Nicaraguan staff. 
The other result was that Vilma received more training on using the H2S tests and continued to 
visit NGOs and filter users after we left.  
In September, I began formulating a detailed project proposal and budget that I submitted to 
seven foundations. The proposal is for in-depth training of three or more trainers who will in turn 
train approximately 100 rural health promoters, who will in turn train local filter users in the use 



and maintenance of their Filtrons. The promoters are to take bi-monthly samples to see if the 
water produced by the Filtron has improved as a result of the training. The overall goal is to 
leave behind a small team of highly skilled trainers, a large pool of trained local promoters, and a 
base of filter users (approximately 1,500) in the community who can transfer this knowledge to 
future generations. 

In May 2004 we received notification of an award from the Conservation, Food and Health 
Foundation for $23,000. It took me three months to write a manual to be used as a guide for the 
training and monitoring project, a format for the training, and forms for bi-monthly testing and 
monitoring. The manual pulled together information gathered over the past four years, including 
history of the filter, waterborne disease, pathogenic microbes, history and uses of colloid silver, 
kinds of water treatment, problems encountered with filter use and solutions to those problems, 
and how to take water samples for field and lab tests. Daniele was involved in the editing, as well 
as Mary Chapman (PFP founding mother) who is a microbiologist and Luis Manriquez, a water 
chemist for the City of Phoenix and active member of Water for People in Arizona. Luis then 
translated the 40 page manual into Spanish. 

The first training took place in Managua July 12-14 with 15 people attending including 
representatives from four NGO who will do the field trainings with promoters, and two people 
from the Asociación Guatemalteca para la Familia de las Americas and Daniele who went as part 
of her current job with the Center for Disease Control. 
The project is now in the hands of Nicaraguans. Hopefully, the knowledge gained will culminate 
in improved water for rural filter users. As with the filter itself, I have learned to temper my 
hopes for the success of this training with the awareness that the process will go in directions that 
I cannot predict. However long it takes, and whatever the direction, I believe it is an important 
step toward successful home-use water treatment. 
 


