The Rope pump, 40 years experience

The Rope pump is an ancient technology that, with new materials and designs, now is a very effective and low cost pump option*. They are used by families and small communities, can be produced with local materials by metal workshops, and are easy to repair because of the simple design and availability of spares. Compared to other low cost hand pumps, the Rope pump has a high pump capacity and can pump from shallow or deep hand dug wells or boreholes. It can be produced in any country, is low cost and simple (no black box). If properly produced, installed and maintained, over 90% stay working, even many years after installation.**  
After improvements in 1970’s by the Dutch organization Demotech, this pump model was disseminated via organizations like ITDG who published the  book “How to make a rope and washer pump”. The pump was introduced in Africa but never really took of.  Around 1990 this pump model became successful in Nicaragua where there now are over 70.000. The reason for this success are (a) technical improvements so the pump became more effective and attractive (b) the private sector. The pump became a commercial product which was essential for scaling up and profit based sustainability. The shift from imported piston pumps to locally produced Rope pumps In Nicaragua was a cost reduction of rural water points by 60%. Some 20% of the pumps are used for communal wells and the rest for self supply (domestic use, cattle watering, small scale irrigation). The effect of the pumps at family level is that total accumulated income increased in the last twelve years with 100 Million US$ due to increased family incomes***.  With the Nicaragua experience, the technology spreads out and there now are some 40,000 Rope pumps in more than 30 countries and in total an estimated  4 million people now use this pump.
 If  Rope pumps are so good, why aren’t  they used widely ?

Some mayor reasons are: 

Lack of awareness. Organizations, governments often do not know the Rope pump or do not have information on updated models and good strategies so do not include them in development plans. It takes publicity and good demonstrations to convince stakeholders. For some the Rope pump still has a “stone age” image.  This may be the result of 40 years ago when it was introduced in Africa as a low lift, do it yourself pump only fit for shallow family wells. Sometimes Rope pumps do not count as an improved water source since it is “open” and the well can be contaminated. Experiences indicate that these assumptions are not correct.  To create more awareness a “critical mass” of well functioning pumps is needed. To get good quality pumps long term training is needed. This could be done via water training centers like the SMART Centre in Tanzania and Malawi. Eventually this and other innovative low cost WASH technologies should become  part of curricula  of vocational training.
Simple is not easy. Conditions for sustainability are reparability and ownership. Whatever pump is installed, the users need to invest in maintenance, repairs and.. replacement. Regarding the Rope pump; it seems and is a simple pump but many errors are being made in the construction and installation. A hard lesson learnt there is ”Simple is not easy”. In technology “the devil is in the detail”. For instance a small error in a bushing can cause the pump handle to break within months. If it is made and maintained right, a metal pump bushing can last for 20 years as proven in Nicaragua.   Regarding scaling up a good strategy is essential.  The introduction of the Rope pump in Ethiopia is an example. After first introduction and training of private sector, many metal workshops copied the pump, made “improvements” or reduced cost by using thin walled pipes for the pumps structure. This caused pumps to break. Wrong installation of pumps resulted in water leaking back into the well causing recontamination.  The general result of these problems is a bad image of the Rope pump and it takes many good pumps to “repair” a bad image.
Lack of payment options. For communities or families that can not pay in one time payment options are needed like micro credits.
Conclusion. The Rope pump has high potential to scale up “access to an improved water source” (MDG 7), reduce poverty and increase food security (MDG 1). This or other simple hand pumps can improve the 3 to 5 million in open dug wells in Africa and be installed on new wells or boreholes.  A condition in all cases is… …quality. Good quality requires demonstration and long term follow up  on training of local entrepreneurs,  certification,  marketing, facilitating payment options etc. 

 Info on Rope pumps, see booklet Smart Water Solutions published by  Netherlands Water Partnership 
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