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Story by Mike Flenniken

hortly before noon on Saturday, 
April 25, a magnitude-7.8 earthquake
devastated much of Nepal, killing

more than 8,800 people and injuring another
23,000. Villages were leveled throughout the
Asian country, which ranks among the world’s
poorest.

The earthquake, along with the ensuing 
aftershocks and another 7.0-plus earthquake
roughly two weeks later, left many without
food or shelter only several months ahead of
the monsoon season. 

IAPMO, along with Healthabitat and the
WorldSkills Foundation, has embarked on
several projects to bring clean drinking water
and sanitation to some of the poorer villages
in Nepal, with the most recent trip taking
place in February. 

In February, IAPMO’s Grant Stewart and Swathi
Saralaya collaborated with representatives from
Healthabitat, the WorldSkills Foundation,
Australian architectural students, and members
of a local Nepali team to help improve a 
secondary school’s plumbing system.

Paul Pholeros, an architect who is one of
Healthabitat’s three directors, traveled to
Nepal in May along with his wife, dentist 
Sandra Meihubers. Pholeros said the trip —

which had been scheduled before the 
earthquake — was originally supposed to be 
an opportunity to complete the plumbing
work at the school. 

“We didn’t change the trip after the first 
earthquake because we talked to the teams
(that were already in Nepal) and said, ‘Is it
worth coming?’ ” Pholeros said, “and they 
believed it was still worth coming but not to
do the school project, so the plan was to get
urgent aid to the three villages where we’d
previously worked.”

Pholeros and Meihubers actually arrived in
Kathmandu about two hours before the May
12 earthquake hit, and were at the home of
one of Healthabitat’s managers. Luckily, he
said, the home sustained minimal damage.

Pholeros said that like many other villages,
Melamchi, where the school is located, 
experienced an “extraordinary level of 
destruction,” with a significant number of
deaths — including six schoolchildren. The
main school building is cracked but still 
standing, he said, but the headmaster and 
all of the teachers all lost their homes.

“It’s a miracle that more people were not
killed,” he said.

The school, which was closed when the first
earthquake hit, was to remain closed for a
month to allow everybody time to recover, 
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and with the monsoon season expected in
June, they needed to make sure people had
shelter before two months of torrential rain.
Pholeros said they brought tarpaulins and
some money to provide immediate assistance.

The work IAPMO, Healthabitat, and World-
Skills did at the school could not have come 
at a better time.

“Ironically, the school toilets that we were
building almost certainly will become 
community toilets,” Pholeros said. “They’ll 
be a resource for the whole community 
because people won’t be able to afford to 
rebuild their houses let alone the toilets, so 
I think that’ll be a really important project,
which we’re trying to schedule now for after
the wet season when that ends. So that was
the sort of project that IAPMO and World-
Skills were directly involved in.”

Pholeros and Meihubers also visited the three
villages where the organizations had helped
construct sanitation facilities to see if they
could offer immediate assistance. By the time
they arrived, the villages had reconvened their
toilet construction committees, and had, in
fact, turned them into reconstruction teams. 

“The really good news is that the 133 toilets
produced in those villages all survived,”

Above: Like many villages in
Nepal, this hillside village 

sustained major damage in
the earthquakes and ensuing

aftershocks.

Right: Fields are being used
for temporary shelters as 

people rebuild following the
earthquakes.
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Toilets that IAPMO, 
Healthabitat, and WorldSkills
built in Nepal were among the
only structures still standing
after a pair of earthquakes hit
the nation earlier this year.
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Pholeros said. “Not one was destroyed; some
had damage from rocks falling on their roof
when the house collapsed next door, but none
of that damage is substantial, it’s all easy to
fix.”

What that means, Pholeros continued, is that
those three villages have working waste 
systems as well as a water supply, because a
rainwater tank is located at the back of each
toilet that will be filled every day during the
wet season.

“So they have fresh, clean water and they have
the ability to remove human waste, and in 
any disaster the first wave is always physical
injury, obviously — people getting rocks
falling on them,” he said. “The second wave,
which is equally as dramatic, is then the 
disease wave that hits them when people can’t
get water, human waste fouls water, or they
can’t get rid of the human waste, and then you
get that second wave, whether it’s cholera, 
typhoid; you get all of the really nasties hitting
a community.”

Additionally, Meihubers and a village team,
with the help of a generous local businessman,
went into Kathmandu and bought enough
supplies to provide 180 households with kits

that contained such essentials as a plastic
bucket, a plastic jug, soap, toothbrushes,
toothpaste, towels, a chopping board, a cutting
knife, two large mosquito nets, and two bed
sheets.

Pholeros said there is optimism that the three
villages, thanks in large part to IAPMO and
Worldskills, will be better prepared for 
earthquakes in terms of illness because of 
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the toilets that survived. He said it has also
made a considerable difference in people’s 
attitude toward the construction teams —
which consists of local residents — because
many people are saying that when the houses
are rebuilt, they want them built in a similar
fashion as the sanitation facilities.

Pholeros said he definitely noticed how happy
— and grateful — the villagers were to see
Healthabitat officials and the construction
teams.

“Everyone — I think it was a common thing —
they were saying, it’s sort of like you haven’t
abandoned us, I think, in a tough time,” he
said. “It’s good that you’re here and that we
still were thinking of that place. And because
we have a lot of team members who worked
with us for a number of years, I think it’s just
at a personal level. Forget the programs, I
think they had been through some pretty
tough times and it’s nice to see people who
are saying, ‘We haven’t forgotten you,’ and
hopefully we’re bringing a whole lot of people
who’d supported the toilet program, families
in Australia or in other parts of the world
who’d put in resources to help them build 
the toilets.”

Right: One of the bathrooms
is seen next to a shelther in 

a Nepalese village.

Below: More damage caused
by the pair of earthquakes.
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