
Sanitation 
 
Ecological sanitation in Burkina Faso 
 
Solid gold in human excrement 
(Translators note: It is tempting to insert a sub-title of “where there’s muck there’s 
money”, although it is the ultimate meaning of the title, it would not be a faithful 
translation) 
 
Arzouma Kiéma 
 
 
Environmentally-friendly fertilizers made from human urine and faeces are available in Burkina Faso. 
They are the result of research-action conducted by agronomists from the Centre regional pour l’eau 
potable et l’assainissement à faible coût (CREPA) (Regional Centre for Low-cost Potable Water and 
Sanitation). Known as BirgKoom and Bingkoega, these natural fertilizers are revolutionizing crop 
production. They produce large cabbages and increase the sugar-content of carrots. Here, we focus on 
an ecological revolution in the land led by good men! 
 
A lorry empties its load of raw sewage sludge in the open air! The image is striking. Yet, this is a scene 
witnessed every day in large agglomerations in Africa. How can we overcome this environmental pollution 
with its serious implications for sanitation? For an African state like Burkina Faso, this is a serious 
challenge. Yet, both the science and technology for environmentally-friendly sewage disposal exist.  
 
During a mission to Sweden, Cheick Tidiane Tandia, Director General of the Centre regional pour l’eau 
potable et l’assainissement à faible coût (CREPA) stumbled across a document about ecological sanitation. 
He found the approach interesting. In 2001, with the help of development partners and funding from the 
European Union, he launched an experiment in the suburbs of Ouagadougou to collect, treat and utilize 
urine and faeces for crop and cereal production. 
 
Two years after the implementation of this environmental project, the results of the experiment are 
reassuring for those in favour of recycling human excrement for agricultural production. On the morning 
of 19 September 2008, we were impressed by the crop yield grown using fertilizers produced from human 
intestines





What are you doing now that the farmers have agreed to use the Ecosan products? 
 
We are trying to overhaul the system and inject new life into it. We would like the system to keep working 
once the project has ended. The idea is that those who are responsible for collecting of urine from the 
households should be able to cover their costs using the revenues they receive from the households. At 
the moment we are charging households the nominal sum of 300 FCFA per month to clear their septic 
tanks. At the same time, an association has been established and members are responsible for delivering 
the treated urine to the farmers. We have to ensure that the revenues they 



ECOSAN is a system for treating human excrement that seeks to add value to urine and faeces by transforming them into fertilizers for 
agric lt ral prod ction  The separation at so rce of rine and faeces makes it possible to treat them so that the  can be safel re sed  The 

THE ECOSAN CYCLE
agricultural production. The separation at source of urine and faeces makes it possible to treat them so that they can be safely reused. The 
CREPA has been researching, promoting and offering training in the ECOSAN system in 10 countries of West and Central Africa since 2002.
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distance of 
between 5 & 
10cm next to the 
plants, all along 
the line of 
seedlings

also dig a 
hole next 
to the 
plant

urine 
into the 
hole or 
trench

Add water if 
available

trench or hole 
to prevent  
evaporation of 
the nitrogen

Avoid applying urine to the leaves. The dose varies between 0.1 
and 1 litre of urine per square foot per growing season, depending 
on the needs of the plant and the concentration of nitrogen in the 

URINE

FAECES

WATER  FOR 
PERSONAL 
ABLUTIONS URINE FAECES WATER

R

A
EC

ES
FEC

A
TE

on the needs of the plant and the concentration of nitrogen in the 
urine.
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The treated faeces must 
be applied and mixed 

TREATMENT: 
STORE FOR ONE 
MONTH

ADD ASH AFTER 
DEFECATION. IF 
THERE IS NO ASH 
AVAILABLE, ADD 
DRY SOIL OR 
SAWDUST

TREATMENT: STORE IN 
DOUBLE SEPTIC TANKS OR IN 
A MOBILE CONTAINER FOR 6 
MONTHS IF ASH HAS BEEN 
ADDED; FAILING THAT STORE 
FOR 12 MONTHS

SEPARATING THE URINE AND FAECES 
MAKES THE TREATMENT EASIER, 
REDUCES ODOURS, AND KEEPS THE 
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into the soil before 
sowing

,
FLIES AWAY. THE TANK CONTAINING 
THE FAECES MUST BE KEPT DRY AT 
ALL TIMES


