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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIESLocal and indigenous communities across the world are advancing innovative sustainable development solutions that work for people and for nature. Few publications or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories with community practitioners themselves guiding the narrative.
 To mark its 10-year anniversary, the Equator Initiative aims to fill this gap. The following case study is one in a growing series that details the work of Equator Prize winners – vetted and peer-reviewed best practices in community-based environmental conservation and sustainable livelihoods. These cases are intended to inspire the policy dialogue needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global knowledge base on local environment and development solutions, and to serve as models for replication. Case studies are best viewed and understood with reference to ‘The Power of Local Action: Lessons from 10 Years of the Equator Prize’, a compendium of lessons learned and policy guidance that draws from the case material.
 Click on the map to visit the Equator Initiative’s searchable case study database, where you can find more Equator Prize winner case studies.
 EditorsEditor-in-Chief: Joseph CorcoranManaging Editor: Oliver HughesContributing Editors: Dearbhla Keegan, Matthew Konsa, Erin Lewis, Whitney Wilding
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 AcknowledgementsThe Equator Initiative acknowledges with gratitude Alexander von Humboldt Center, and in particular the guidance and inputs of Mr. Javier Mejia. All photo credits courtesy of Alexander von Humboldt Center. Maps courtesy of CIA World Factbook and Wikipedia.
 Suggested CitationUnited Nations Development Programme. 2013. Alexander von Humboldt Center, Nicaragua. Equator Initiative Case Study Series. New York, NY.
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Page 3
                        

PROJECT SUMMARYAlexander von Humboldt Center operates in one of the dri-est regions of Nicaragua and one of the areas most suscep-tible to hurricanes, severe droughts, and freshwater short-ages. The organization provides local communities with training in sustainable water management and has drilled more than 40 freshwater wells and repaired 35 community water systems. The objective is year-round access to clean water using sustainable technology and building on com-munity capacities. The emphasis has been on improving and restoring water systems that have fallen into disrepair.
 Equally impressive have been the Center’s advocacy efforts for community water rights. Through public consultation, social mobilization and lobbying, the Center has profound-ly impacted the evolution of national water laws, including Law 620 which made water a public resource and allocated funds to increase clean water access.
 3
 ALEXANDER VON HUMBOLDT CENTERNicaragua
 KEY FACTSEQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2012
 FOUNDED: 1990
 LOCATION: Northwestern Nicaragua
 BENEFICIARIES: 116 rural communities
 BIODIVERSITY: Avoided deforestation
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4
 Since its establishment in 1990, Alexander von Humboldt Center (Cen-tro Alexander von Humboldt) has promoted sustainable development and responsible environmental management across Nicaragua. Proj-ects supported by a wide range of international donors are carried out by technical staff in three areas – sustainable environmental manage-ment, territorial development management, and institutional sustain-ability – and across nine of Nicaragua’s fifteen departments: Managua, Chinandega, Estelí, León, Jinotega, Matagalpa, Chontales, and both the North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN) and Southern Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAS). Centro Humboldt was among the first Nicaraguan NGOs founded with a specific environmental focus and has developed an excellent reputation both for its work with indig-enous and rural communities and its advocacy work at the national level. Current priorities include the development of local strategies for adaptation to climate change and disaster risk reduction.
 Water shortages and climate change
 Since 2004, Centro Humboldt has prioritized local water security and access. Particular attention has been given to helping alleviate the chronic water crisis in the north-west of the country. The region is among the driest and most environmentally fragile in Nicaragua, with the departments of Leon, Chinandega and Estelí suffering tre-mendous damage as a result of extreme weather events including Hurricane Mitch in 1998 and Hurricane Felix in 2007. The region also experienced a severe drought in 2001, causing the loss of virtually all maize and bean crops. Climate change is further exacerbating these regional challenges; the flow of freshwater into rivers and lakes has slowed drastically in recent years, resulting in a drop in water table levels.
 As a result, the provision of safe and reliable access to water is among the primary challenges facing local communities in the region. In 2004, 48 per cent of the population of Nicaragua, the majority of whom lived in rural areas such as the north-west region of the coun-try, did not have access to municipally provided water systems. A lack of water access had dire implications for local population health. Wa-
 terborne diseases were prevalent, particularly among children under the age of five. Adding to the health challenges, chemical fertilizer and pesticide inputs were comparatively high, leading to run-off and contamination of the water table.
 Filling gaps in public service delivery
 Historically, public services in Nicaragua – specifically water, educa-tion and health services – have failed to reach rural populations. This gap in service delivery has effectively marginalized rural populations, limiting access to the most basic of essential services, creating a pov-erty cycle, and limiting the potential for local participation in resource governance. With international support, Centro Humboldt initiated its Community Water Project in 2004 as a vehicle for addressing this range of service gaps and as a means of empowering local communi-ties. The project guides community use of sustainable technologies to procure and maintain potable water sources. It also provides edu-cation and undertakes awareness-raising campaigns on the prevail-ing environmental threats to local watersheds, including the use of chemical pesticides and poor waste management. Lastly, the project aims to enhance local understanding of national water legislation, equipping communities with the knowledge they need to advocate for their rights.
 Meeting local water security needs
 Centro Humboldt has worked in 116 communities across 13 munici-palities to drill wells, repair water provision systems, and provide eco-stoves and solar stoves to reduce the amount of firewood needed for cooking. The Community Water Project prioritizes local control of resources, a priority that is achieved mainly through the formation of Community Water Committees (CWCs). The locally elected com-mittees collect water-user fees, which are directed towards system maintenance and remuneration of CWC members. To date, the proj-ect has reached over 75,000 beneficiaries, securing local access to water and empowering rural communities to take ownership of their water resources.
 Background and Context
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 Key Activities and Innovations
 While the project activities of Centro Humboldt are diverse, the or-ganization has seen its greatest impacts in the area of community-based water management. Through the Community Water Project alone, Centro Humboldt has drilled 40 wells and repaired 76 com-munity water systems in communities across the northern depart-ments of Nicaragua. This historically marginalized population now has year-round access to clean water, an achievement that would have seemed impossible prior to initiation of the project. At the same time, water security has been achieved through the use of sustainable technologies and clean energy, an innovation that has environmental and economic benefits. Women in particular have benefited from the project. Women have been traditionally respon-sible for procuring the daily water supply for their families. Where this task used to require walking long distances to collect water from rivers or streams, women now have immediate access to potable wa-ter, considerably lessening the time burden on their shoulders.
 By installing solar-powered and hand-generated wells, communi-ties are able to avoid the costs of fuel and electricity traditionally needed to pump water from the ground. Solar power has been particularly well-suited to a region that receives an abundance of sun year-round. To curb excesses in water use, and to effectively manage the strain placed on local water tables, Centro Humboldt has helped distribute and install water use measurement devices for all beneficiary households, enabling the local population to measure household water consumption and regulate their water use accordingly.
 The organizational focus on water infrastructure and access has been complemented by health and hygiene education programs, providing information and services to a previously under-served population. Outreach and awareness-raising efforts incorporate radio vignettes, posters, and workshops that aim to enhance com-munity understanding of the linkages between environmental and
 human health. Community outreach has also helped to catalyse support, local labour and collective action to meet other social, en-vironmental and economic challenges, such as reforestation, wa-tershed protection, sustainable natural resource management, and steps to reduce soil erosion and flooding.
 Community Water Committees
 One noteworthy strength of the Centro Humboldt approach has been its emphasis on local ownership and empowerment. The lo-cal population drives development planning and makes choices that are relevant to their particular circumstances and capacities. Partici-pating communities, for instance, control the number of wells drilled
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 in the region to ensure the water table is not drained by excessive extraction. They are also responsible for maintaining the wells, which are built on communal land to ensure equal access across the community. Wells are equipped with a measurement tube that runs the depth of the well and allows water committee members to assess water table levels. The wells typically replenish themselves overnight. If they do not, water committee members come up with a ration plan to ensure the well does not run dry.
 The platform Centro Humboldt has used to ensure direct commu-nity involvement and responsibility in water management is the Community Water Committee. The organization has conducted 116 training workshops to help communities form inclusive and partici-patory committees capable of strengthening long-term local water management capacity. Community Water Committees are com-posed of between seven and ten community leaders, each of whom is elected by a Community Assembly, to which every member of the community is invited. Centro Humboldt ensures that the commit-tees are gender-inclusive.
 The committees manage and regulate the water use of their re-spective communities and hold responsibility for the maintenance of water infrastructure. Each committee elects a treasurer who, with the assistance of a Water Project Coordinator from Centro Humboldt, maintains an account for locally collected water-use fees. These fees are put into funds that are used to finance main-
 tenance projects, water system upgrades, the remuneration of committee members, and, in some cases, tree-planting initiatives around well sites.
 Avoided deforestation and advocacy
 Centro Humboldt has distributed over 450 eco-stoves and 28 solar stoves to households in participating communities. The stoves re-duce the amount of firewood required for cooking, thereby reducing the pressure on local forests and, by extension, reducing defores-tation. The stoves also bring important social and health benefits, particularly to women, who benefit from reduced demands on their time from wood collection and improvements in health from re-duced smoke inhalation during cooking.
 The centre has also assumed an active role in advocacy. In particular, it has campaigned for community rights to water to be reflected in national legislation. The center participated in the public consulta-tion process surrounding the drafting of Nicaragua’s 2004 Water Law (Ley No. 620 – Ley General de Aguas y su Reglamento), and, more re-cently, encouraged and facilitated public engagement in the draft-ing of Nicaragua’s Water Committee Law (Ley de CAPS), which was passed in May 2010. Additionally, Centro Humboldt has carried out 26 knowledge sharing workshops to enhance the understanding of municipal governments about community best practices in water governance.
 “” Ms. Sindile Mamba, Member Services Manager, Swazi Indigenous Products
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 Impacts
 BIODIVERSITY IMPACTSCentro Humboldt activities have positively impacted local biodi-versity, ecosystem functioning and environmental health. As one example, water wells are powered using renewable energy sources, e.g. solar and manual. Solar-powered wells also eliminate the need for gas generators. This shift away from gas-fuelled and standard electric pumps has reduced local reliance on unsustainable energy sources as well as the financial burden associated with fuel and elec-tricity inputs. Eco-stoves and solar-powered stoves achieve similar benefits, while also reducing forest degradation. The solar stoves run on sunlight, while eco-stoves use 25 per cent less wood than tra-ditional stoves. This has reduced the amount of firewood gathered to meet domestic needs, thereby reducing the felling of trees and deforestation. These interventions have been complemented by public outreach and education campaigns on the linkages between conservation, reforestation, environmental health, water availabil-ity and local wellbeing. Campaigns focus on mitigating negative environmental impacts, reducing resource consumption and living within the limits of nature.
 Environmental education and reforestation
 One particularly effective environmental education and outreach campaign has encouraged the creation of community tree nurseries as a disaster risk reduction strategy. Since 2010, Centro Humboldt has worked in Santa María de Pantasma and El Cuá, two municipali-ties of the northern department of Jinotega, to use tree nurseries as a means of strengthening local environmental empowerment. The project has been a partnership. Municipal government environ-ment units provide the land for the nurseries and are responsible for their maintenance and upkeep. Meanwhile, the National Forestry Institute (INAFOR) supplies technical equipment and other relevant resources. Centro Humboldt organizes outreach days that target secondary school students as entry points for instigating local re-forestation efforts. Students are taught how to plant seeds and how
 to transfer seedlings for replanting. Species used include granadillo (Dalbergia retusa), laurel, pine, mahogany, yellow acacia (Caesalpinia peltophoroides), pink cedar, pochote (Pachira quinata), macuelizo (Tabebuia rosea), walnut and bamboo. More recent reforestation efforts in Caño Central, La Concepción, Valle Los Condegas and El Cedro have engaged local response brigades (Brigadas Locales de Respuesta - BRILOR) and local committees for disaster response and prevention. The Caño Central nursery holds 12,000 plant seedlings, with each participating community receiving a thousand to reforest local degraded areas.
 SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTSCentro Humboldt has empowered communities to improve local health and wellbeing, expand livelihood options, and relieve a great deal of household burden in providing for basic needs. While the main emphasis has been on water access, the development divi-dends of Centro Humboldt activities have been wide-ranging, in-cluding in the areas of health, education, women’s empowerment and poverty reduction.
 Income and health benefits
 Improvements to local water infrastructure have translated to cost savings for participating communities in two ways. The first is that the use of renewable energy sources to pump water has relieved the burden of rising electricity and fuel prices, both of which are subject to significant fluctuations. The second is that access to safe and reli-able water sources has lowered incidence of water-borne diseases, particularly among children. As a result, families no longer have to spend large amounts of their income on the medical and healthcare costs associated with treating infectious (and preventable) diseases. Since the Community Water Project began, locally collected data indicates that rates of diarrhoea and waterborne disease amongst community members, particularly children, have rapidly decreased – an unambiguous result of having access to safe, clean drinking
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water. Improvements in child health have also had spill-over ben-efits in school and education. Attendance rates at local schools have improved in the region as children suffer from fewer illnesses and spend less time helping their mothers collect water from streams and rivers. Women’s health has also benefitted from the provision of solar stoves and eco-stoves which are designed to remove smoke from the home through chimneys. This simply technology has trans-lated to fewer cases of respiratory health problems from smoke in-halation.
 Women as agents of positive change
 Centro Humboldt projects have been particularly empowering for local women. Importantly, improvements to local water infrastruc-ture have meant that women no longer have to walk long distances to collect and carry water, as was previously the case. This change has granted women a greater degree of freedom and the ability to dedicate more time to participate in decision-making, community life and resource governance. It has also increased their leisure time. As one example, a group of women in the village of Santa Teresa organized the region’s first Women’s Baseball League in 2010. Since then, women from five other villages have organized their own all-female teams. Today women are able to enjoy recreation time, exer-cise, and building networks with other women.
 In addition to the self-evident benefits of increased recreational time, reduced demands on women for manual labour have had important collective action implications and benefits. One of the long-term so-cial impacts of Centro Humboldt work is that women are organizing in new ways in their communities. Women have been empowered to step outside their traditional gender roles, voice their opinions regarding resource management decisions, and actively engage in local governance and advocacy efforts.
 Centro Humboldt projects have been designed to enlist the partici-pation of women and have effectively created avenues for leader-ship in water governance and resource management. Women re-ceive training in community organization, national water legislation, and regional advocacy for the rights of rural populations. Of the 116 Community Water Committees in north-western Nicaragua, women account for 40 per cent of the 702 community member representa-tives. This is having a bottom-up effect on national consciousness regarding the role of women as agents of positive change. More than 20 women from the water committees are also members of the National Coalition of Community Water Committees. Centro Hum-boldt has publicized the important role that women play in this coalition. Gender equality training has also been included in mu-nicipal capacity building workshops to ensure that beneficiaries are aware of gender issues in their jurisdictions, especially as they relate to water management.
 POLICY IMPACTSAll Centro Humboldt projects include an advocacy component. The organization is represented at the national level through the Na-tional Coalition of Community Water Committees, which has been a formidable force in advocating for the modernization of national
 water laws and the decentralization of decision-making authority around water governance. The evolution of public policy in terms of national water legislation in Nicaragua is perhaps the most notable success of the initiative.
 Passing of ‘Ley No. 620’ and ‘Ley de CAPS’
 Rural communities have historically been excluded from providing inputs into national policy, particularly with regard to public servic-es, including the provision of water. Centro Humboldt has empow-ered traditionally marginalized communities to participate directly in governance and resource management. For Centro Humboldt, that empowerment begins with a better understanding of national water laws, so that communities are able to effectively advocate and lobby for their rights.
 One important aspect of the first phase of the Community Water Project was participation in public consultations which were held around the drafting of Nicaragua’s new water law. Law 620 was passed in September 2007 and declared water a public resource, while also outlining the various responsibilities of stakeholders in the provision of water for public consumption. The law established a National Advisory Committee and a National Water Fund that would assume responsibility for administering government resources for water projects. Centro Humboldt was able to make meaningful con-tributions to the public consultations, which ultimately informed Law 620.
 The second and third phases of the Community Water Project saw Centro Humboldt participation in the drafting, public consultation and passing in May 2010 of Nicaragua’s ‘Ley de CAPS’, or Water Com-mittee Law. Centro Humboldt was able to effectively increase pub-lic engagement and coalition-building around the development of the law, which recognizes local water committees as official orga-nizations with local responsibilities and rights, and allows them to receiving funding from the National Water Fund and from external sources to execute and manage water projects in their communi-ties. With the passage of these two laws, the basic human right to potable water was enshrined in national law, and Community Water Committees were officially recognized as water providers and stew-ards.
 Centro Humboldt advocacy has since focused on helping the Na-tional Coalition of Community Water Committees establish itself as a legitimate, potent network and national advocacy group. Inclusive of those committees seeded by Centro Humboldt, there are now more than 5,200 Community Water Committees across Nicaragua. Together, these committees are responsible for managing and deliv-ering water services to more than 50 per cent of the country’s rural population – approximately 1.2 million people. As such, the coali-tion represents a significant force for both normative and regulatory change in terms of influencing the trajectory and water policy in the country and advocating for the rights of rural communities to di-rectly govern their water resources. Centro Humboldt is also part of a Latin American observation network on climate change which has made proposals for strategies and policies related to climate change adaptation.
 8
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 Sustainability and Replication
 SUSTAINABILITYLong-term sustainability has been a central consideration in the de-sign and implementation of Centro Humboldt projects. As one ex-ample of this commitment to sustainability, all of the wells drilled in 2004 when the Community Water Project was first launched are still operational today. There are three main reasons why the project im-pacts have endured and are likely to continue to do so, and they re-spectively highlight the socially, economically, and environmentally sustainable elements of the organization. First, communities have been empowered to assume control over their own water resources. Second, after initial installation of the wells, their on-going opera-tion and maintenance is based on community inputs of resources, time and energy. Third, the restoration of degraded areas and moni-toring of the water table is ensuring that investments in community infrastructure are complemented by investments in natural infra-structure and ecosystem functioning.
 Enhancing community capacity and social capital
 There is perhaps no greater precondition for sustainability that put-ting the design and management of community projects in the hands of the beneficiaries themselves. Responsibility for the man-agement and maintenance of water infrastructure falls to commu-nity members, reducing local dependence on aid agencies, external technical expertise, and decision-making that may not be aligned with or responsive to local needs. All 116 Centro Humboldt commu-nities are outright legal owners of their water systems. Infrastructure was either constructed on communal land or on private land pur-chased for community use. This level of literal and figurative com-munity ownership provides a solid foundation on which collective action is built and is made able to thrive.
 Ensuring long-term financial viability
 Each Community Water Committee elects a Treasurer who is ulti-mately responsible for the collection of water-use fees from the local population. These ‘collection accounts’ provide sufficient funds for the maintenance of water systems and the financing of other com-mittee activities and interventions. The only infrastructural service that Centro Humboldt provides for the communities is regular water testing, to ensure the water is clean. In some cases, water systems have been upgraded by communities, whose members agreed to pay slightly higher fees in order to purchase the tubes and other equipment necessary to expand the system or to accommodate lo-cal population growth. Centro Humboldt has also ensured that local municipalities are directly involved in the design and implementa-tion of its projects, thereby creating an additional source of support, guidance and expertise, where needed.
 Restoring environmental health
 The restoration and maintenance of the water table is crucial to the ongoing development and survival of rural communities in Nicara-gua. Environmental health is central to ecosystem functioning and the continued delivery of ecosystem services, such as water provi-sion. Centro Humboldt education campaigns promote water con-servation and better water management, as well as the distribution of water-use meters to individual households. The organization has also helped catalyse community-driven tree-planting and reforesta-tion efforts in degraded areas and around watersheds. These inter-ventions go some way towards ensuring that water resources are used sustainably, that there is local understanding of the linkages between environmental health and human health, and that critical ecosystem service delivery will not be lost.
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 REPLICATIONThrough the Community Water Project, Centro Humboldt works in 116 communities, reaching over 75,000 beneficiaries. The centre continues to expand its portfolio of environmental management ac-tivities and operates with a high level of ambition, with plans in the works that include the establishment of a local solar stove and solar panel production facility. While the project has been successfully scaled across the northern region of Nicaragua, just as noteworthy has been its power to influence policy makers and other relevant stakeholders to ensure that the lessons learned by Centro Humboldt benefit other regions of the country. Centro Humboldt mentors oth-er environmental NGOs and civil society organizations in Nicaragua, sharing information, knowledge and best practices from its project portfolio. Its goal is to increase the participation of NGOs and civil society groups in water management and to strengthen their collec-tive influence with respect to national water legislation.
 Knowledge and lessons learned are also shared at the community level. Centro Humboldt creates opportunities for the peer-to-peer sharing of good practices during the regular trainings held with rep-resentatives from various Community Water Committees. At the na-tional level, knowledge is shared through the National Coalition of Community Water Committees. Centro Humboldt is also a member of several regional and international coalitions [including coalitions on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), climate change, seed banks, biodiversity, environmental protection and sustainabil-ity]. Further, Centro Humboldt participates in a number of Central American, Latin American and international networks promoting environmental preservation, sustainable resource use and strate-gies to mitigate and manage climate change impacts, sharing its experience in project implementation with the members of these networks.
 PARTNERSCentro Humboldt receives funding from a wide range of interna-tional donors including: DANIDA (the Danish International Devel-
 opment Agency), the Canada-based Change for Children, Oxfam International, Hivos (The Humanist Institute for Development Co-operation), Ibis Denmark, KEPA (an umbrella organization for Finn-ish civil society organisations), the Heinrich Böll Foundation, The Embassy of Holland, Lutheran World Relief, and the Lutheran World Federation.
 Among its Nicaragua-based partners, Centro Humboldt counts a similarly broad range of supporters, including many Nicaraguan civil society associations, government ministries and line agencies, and international NGOs. These include the Association of Munici-palities of North León (AMULEON), the Association of Municipali-ties of North Chinandega (AMUNORCHI), the Association for Social Development (ADES), the Chancellorship for Natural Resources and Environment (MARENA), the Chancellorship for Health (MINSA), the Chancellorship for Education and Sports (MINED), the National Insti-tution for Water and Sewage (INAA), World Vision, the Central Ameri-can branch of the Freshwater Action Network (FANCA), National Network of Watershed Organisations (RENOC), Global Water Part-nership (GWP), Sustainability Watch Network (SUSWATCH), National Coalition for Risk Management (MNGR), and the Regional Coalition for Risk Management (CRGR).
 Critical support for the Community Water Project has come from the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) via the Cana-dian NGO Change for Children, with whom Centro Humboldt has partnered since 2002. The NGO has provided financial resources and facilitated sharing of best practices for success in implementing wa-ter and environmental management initiatives, helping to develop the project to address north-western Nicaragua’s severe water crisis, which first received funding from CIDA in 2003. To date, CIDA has funded three phases of the Community Water Project in this region based on the strong working relationship between Centro Hum-boldt and Change for Children. Through this partnership, Change for Children has also supplied volunteers and technical experts to sup-port the center’s work, sending more than 100 Canadian dental and medical practitioners, donors, and student construction brigades to visit Centro Humboldt projects.
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