
In May 2019, 12-year old Nandin-Erdene Namjilsuren was 
working on a science experiment with her classmates. Their 
class from the Merged Secondary School in Arvaikheer town 

was assigned to serve as wastewater engineers for the day. Their 
mission was to discover which among the tools they had was the 
best one to clean half a gallon of wastewater. Was it the screen, 
the spoon, the straw, or the sponge? The team that fi nished fi rst 
within an hour with the correct answer would win.

Nandin-Erdene and her team were confi dent that the sponge 
was the answer. They carefully described the fi ndings in their 
data sheet and described how the sight, smell, and color of the 
wastewater changed using each tool. Before time ran out, they 
shared the results. They were surprised to fi nd out that there 
was more than one correct answer. Di� erent tools were e� ective 
depending on the type and amount of waste. 

The highlight of their lesson was a tour of the new wastewater 
treatment plant. Here, they discovered the challenges of treating 
the wastewater before it gets discharged to the city’s waterways.

“I learned how much we must save water, yet so many of us use 
it without understanding the importance. I never realized how 
di�  cult it is to treat the wastewater. Now I know how much time 
and e� ort is required from people who are working in the public 
utility service organization,” said Nandin-Erdene.
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The ADB Water Sector Group’s Experience Notes are case stories on inclusive 
sanitation projects. The stories invite readers to learn about innovative approaches, 
technologies, and strategies used in initiatives supported by the Sanitation Financing 
Partnership Trust Fund (SFPTF) under the Water Financing Partnership Facility. Each 
case lists lessons and tips that can guide water supply and sanitation practitioners. 
These are critical as the world continues to wrestle with the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic, making water and sanitation essential to protecting and 
saving lives. 

IN THIS ISSUE: The Water Operators Partnership (WOPs) 
program between the local water supply and wastewater operator 
and a mentor utility led to the implementation of a highly e� ective 
education and community engagement strategy. The process 
motivated the community, including the youth, to take bold steps to 
improve fecal sludge management (FSM) in Arvaikheer town. 
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Engaging young advocates. Students who learn about 
wastewater and local fecal sludge management projects in 
school develop a deeper understanding on the importance 
of water, sanitation, and hygiene to their community.



It was an eye-opening experience for everyone. They realized 
that their daily choices on how they used water had a direct 
impact on their environment and their future. When they left 
the plant that day, they were fi lled with a sense of awe and 
responsibility. They are young water stewards and they can do 
more to make their city water-secure. 

Healthy environment as a legacy 
We want to improve the economic development and livability 
of Arvaikheer,” said Ganbold Gochoo, Parliament member 
and Uvurkhangai’s former provincial governor. Arvaikheer is 
the province's capital town. Older generations also voiced out 
their desire to leave their grandchildren a legacy of a healthy 
environment. But these dreams are not easy to achieve due to 
Mongolia’s water security issues. 

Water is a precious resource for the country as it gets a relatively 
low rainfall annually. Urban areas are rapidly growing but only 
a fraction of the residents have access to piped water supply 
and sewerage. This is also true in Arvaikheer, where 99% of the 
30,000 residents use the traditional pit latrine. 

“The bad smell in our old open pit latrine attracted fl ies and 
there was always a high risk of spreading diseases,” said Regzen 
Davaadorj, a resident. Residents were unhappy because the 
pit latrines were dirty and smelly. They were unable to empty 
them and they lacked privacy and comfort. During winter, it is 
unsafe for the children, elders, pregnant women, and disabled 
people to use the latrines because these are icy and slippery. 

In addition, the latrines leaked. The fecal matter in the latrine 
contaminated the soil and polluted the groundwater, the source 
of the city’s limited drinking water supply. Before the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) funded the building of the new 
wastewater plant in 2018, the town had a facility that was more 
than 30 years old and grossly ine�  cient. The community was 
concerned that the untreated wastewater was contaminating 
the soil and that it might be putting the health of families 
in jeopardy.

The provincial government and residents decided that they 
need collective and strategic action to achieve their dream 
of a vibrant and livable city. It was time to take bolder steps, 
increase their commitment, and work with strong partners to 
improve wastewater management. 

Nurturing a cadre of water stewards 
The opportunity came in 2017 through the ADB Water 
Operators Partnerships (WOPs) Program. With funding 
from ADB’s Sanitation Financing Partnership Trust Fund, the 
WOPs program complemented the infrastructure investment 
in Uvurkhangai, including the pilot of improved pit latrines in 
non-sewered areas. 

The twinning program enabled the Uvarkhangai Public Utility 
Services Organization (PUSO), the local water supply and 
wastewater utility, to get mentoring from Seattle’s King County 
Wastewater Treatment Division (WTD). The program pursued 
two tracks. The technical track enhanced the capacity of 
PUSO sta�  in wastewater management. In the education and 
community engagement track, King County WTD required 
PUSO sta�  to actively engage community members. Together, 
they agreed on a plan that would enable them to change the 
future.

The fi rst step was crucial. Forty participants from the 
provincial government, PUSO, educators, health care workers, 
media, business leaders, nongovernment organizations, and 
community representatives gathered and refl ected on lessons 
from earlier sanitation projects in Mongolia. 

Water security hot spot. Water demand is increasing 
in Mongolia’s rapidly expanding urban areas, but the 
extreme climatic conditions make it hard to ensure 
water security. 

Improving Utility Performance 
through the Water Operators 

Partnerships Program
The Water Operators Partnerships (WOPs) initiative 
is a water utility twinning program that supports 
ADB investments in water and sanitation projects. It 
matches willing mentors and recipients by providing 
cost-e� ective capacity building. Participation in the 
WOPs enables the recipient to improve its service 
coverage and delivery, fi nancial stability, and other 
critical aspects of its operations by adopting best 
practices of the mentor.

Source: ADB. 2017. Forging Partnerships among Water and 
Wastewater Operators. Unpublished.
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Then, they studied education and communication strategies 
that the King County WTD had used in successful sanitation 
programs. The discussion helped stakeholders identify fi ve 
priority objectives and the best strategies for each.

The result was a Social and Behavior Change (SBC) Plan for 
sanitation that emphasized the value of clear and ongoing 
communication, public participation, and systemic education. 
It was an ambitious plan that targeted students, teachers, 
school eco-councils, heads of households in ger1 areas, and the 
public. The participants were confi dent that with the guidance 
of the King County WTD, the support of WOPs, and their trust 
in their own capacity to change, they can succeed. 

Three inspiring elements of success 
There are three key elements of the Arvaikheer experience 
that can help implementers of other water-related projects. 

1. The youth is a powerful partner for change.

The SBC plan focused on empowering the youth as water 
stewards through a systemic education program with a water 
and sanitation curriculum. This was a wise move given that 
Mongolia is predominantly a nation of young people. 

About 30% of the population is below 14 years old. The resources 
that the city will devote on the youth using strategies like 
experiential education, wastewater plant tours, and integration 
of water and wastewater systems in several subjects will have a 
transformative and long-term impact.

Case studies have shown that engaging students in water 
conservation programs in school increase their pro-
environmental behaviors.2 Furthermore, young people are a 
creative force. 

By improving its connectivity to new ideas on wastewater 
management, the city is not only boosting the children’s 
self-confi dence; it is also building their capacity to aspire for 
a better quality of life. With continued support from parents 
and educators, these students can develop into a generation of 
highly productive citizens motivated to help Mongolia become 
water-secure. 

2. Use two-way communication to engage the community 
and discover better ways to work together.

Among the objectives of the SBC plan is to support PUSO 
in providing reliable service and maintain clear, ongoing 
communication with the public. During their discussion on 
lessons from previous sanitation projects, participants noted 
that responsive service increases public trust. High-quality 
service also creates a higher demand for services and better 
acceptance of fees associated with emptying latrines. 

PUSO expanded this by indicating that its duty is not only 
limited to the program’s technical aspects. It is fully committed 
to public service and will show this by engaging in dialogue 
with the community and actively listening. This is a turning 

A new generation of wastewater engineers. Investing in youth 
education on wastewater systems increases the government's 
e�  ciency to solve current problems.

1 The ger is a weather-resistant, collapsible dwelling consisting of a wooden frame surrounded by felt. About half of all Mongolians live in gers because these can 
easily be picked up and moved to the most favorable conditions.

2 Zhan, Y., R. He, and W. Wing Mui So. 2019. Developing elementary school children’s water conversation action competence: a case study in China. 
International Journal of Early Years Education. 27 (3). pp. 287–305. 

Facing common challenges together. Investments 
in wastewater security in urban areas need to be 
complemented by strong initiatives of stakeholder 
participation, training, and institutional development.
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point because the role of communication has shifted from just 
informing people about PUSO’s services or persuading them 
to cooperate. It has become a catalyst for collective action as 
members learn the value of listening and consensus building.

To do this, PUSO plans to use di� erent platforms to get 
feedback through the community phone hotline and face-to-
face events. It has also assigned a lead for the education and 
public engagement e� orts. PUSO will also retrain its sta�  so 
that their communication and community involvement skills 
will improve along with their knowledge of sanitation systems 
and treatment process.

3. Harness collective self-e�  cacy to achieve common goals.

The mentors from King County WTD noted that their 
counterparts were highly engaged throughout the process. 
In fact, they wanted to be involved in future e� orts for the 
sanitation program. This showed a high degree of collective 
self-e�  cacy, a good sign that their initiative will positively 
infl uence results. 

Research has consistently shown that when individuals 
believe  their team has the ability to make a di� erence, 
amazing results can happen. This fi nding has been observed 
in the education sector as well. Harnessing collective teacher 

e�  cacy will be a critical factor in the success of the SBC plan. 
Consequently, this means that PUSO and the local government 
would need to nurture the welfare not just of the students 
but also of the teachers so they would remain motivated and 
committed. 

Conclusion
The experience of PUSO in WOPs has shown that sanitation 
investments thrive when people are fully engaged and 
communication is at the heart of the process, not just an 
afterthought. The role of communication in sanitation is not 
limited to awareness campaigns or persuading people to 
change their behavior. It also extends to developing an inclusive 
process that engages the youth, fosters dialogue, and raises the 
community’s consciousness. 

This state of mind enables stakeholders to defi ne their own 
reality and chart the future instead of following predefi ned 
solutions to their wastewater management issues. They learn 
not just by absorbing knowledge but also by actively shaping it 
through understanding, discussion, and refl ection. This belief 
is perhaps an equally precious legacy to leave to the children 
of Arvaikheer.
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WHAT’S NEXT? 
• Tell us your story. Have you actively engaged or partnered with students or educators in your sanitation project? 

What was the result?
• Watch the video. Check out how improved pit latrines have made the Arvaikheer community healthier and safer. 
• Visit the ADB website. Learn more about the WOPs program and how it promotes knowledge sharing and builds the 

capacity of water utilities. You can also read the news article on the new wastewater treatment plant in Arvaikheer. 
• Watch out for the fourth issue of Experience Notes. The ADB Water Sector Group  will feature reinvented toilets and 

share the opportunities and challenges to make new, o� -grid sanitation solutions accessible and a� ordable.

The grant fund for this knowledge product was from the Federal Ministry of the Republic of Austria, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and the Urban Climate Change Resilience Trust Fund fi nanced 

by the Rockefeller Foundation and the governments of Switzerland and the United Kingdom.

Notes:
ADB recognizes “China” as the People’s Republic of China.
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https://www.adb.org/news/videos/improved-toilets-create-healthy-and-clean-living-mongolia
https://www.adb.org/news/adb-opens-new-wastewater-treatment-plant-arvaikheer-mongolia
https://www.adb.org/sectors/water/financing-program/water-operators-partnerships

