Two Lives Changed with One Commode
STORIES FROM
THE FIELD: MAAI
MAHIU, KENYA
An elderly couple
regains the ability to
live independently
thanks to WASHplus
training their
daughter-in-law
received in adapƟve
technologies.
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hree years ago, Teresia Murugi, a mother
of three from Maai Mahiu, Kenya, was
diagnosed with spinal tuberculosis. She now
walks with the support of crutches. Although
doctors told her she may never walk again
unaided, she believes that one day she will.
Her strong convicƟon comes from improvements she made in the hospital aŌer being
bedridden for six months.

She recalls how her suﬀering started with a
rare cold feeling in the feet. Then one aŌernoon while working in the ﬁelds, she suddenly collapsed. Thinking it was exhausƟon, she
tried geƫng up but couldn’t manage. That
was the last Ɵme she remembers being on
her feet without any support. Her condiƟon
worsened each day and then she started
experiencing lapses in memory.
Caring for her became an uphill task for her
aging husband John Njau, who was her only
companion since their three children married
and moved away from home. Njau used to
place her on a sack and drag her outside and
back into the house. He could not carry her
due to his old age. “Before I used to help her
relieve herself just outside the house,” says
Njau. “I would collect the feces and discard
them in the latrine. It used to be messy, with
ﬂies all over the place.”
When Teresia came back from the hospital, the situaƟon was beƩer. She could use
crutches to walk around the homestead. She
could also do light household chores such as
washing dishes while seated. But the couple
sƟll faced challenges.
Even with the help of crutches, Teresia could
not use a normal latrine. She sƟll relieved
herself outside and her husband would then
scoop and dispose of the waste. Teresia says
her inability to use the latrine robbed her
of dignity and was demeaning. She worried
about the burden on her husband, who
besides caring for her had to work on their
small farm.
Wangari Ndung’u, a community health volunteer who is also their daughter-in-law, used
to watch in despair. She did not know how to
help. But in 2013, Wangari aƩended a WASHplus training workshop where she learned
about simple ways to improve sanitaƟon for
people whose movement is restricted by
illness or disability.

AŌer the training and feeling empowered,
Wangari visited the old couple with a soluƟon
in mind. She told them how they could make a
commode from an ordinary chair and a bucket.
Following his daughter-in-law’s suggesƟon, Teresia’s husband constructed a commode.
These days Teresia is regaining her conﬁdence.
She uses the commode in the privacy of her
bedroom. An arm-string Ɵed to the raŌers and
dangling next to the commode can be used for
support and to pull herself up, making going to
the toilet even easier. AŌer using the toilet, she
always washes her hands with soap and water
from a leaky Ɵn.
“When we were educated, we made the commode from a plasƟc seat and a bucket as we
were shown by the community health volunteer
and it works beƩer for her now,” says a smiling
Njau. Life is easier on him, too. He can work on
the farm, knowing that his wife is comfortable.
When he gets home, he empƟes and cleans the
commode.
Wangari occasionally visits to check on the couple and says she is impressed that they pracƟce
all she taught them.
“[Wangari] taught me how to wash hands aŌer
using the commode. Since I was taught about
good hygiene, I have seen a big diﬀerence now
and I don’t have to worry about contaminaƟon
or burdening my people,” says Teresia. “Before
I used to wash my hands in a basin of water or
even not wash. When you don’t know about
something, you just do that which you think is
good.”

