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Shallow Wells for Clean Water in Africa  

Marion Medical Mission is an ecumenical, Christian, front-line, hands-on, volunteer, non-profit  

organization that responds to Christ's call to serve by working hand in hand with God's people in Africa. 

We show the love of Christ through projects that directly impact the African people, stressing self-help and sustainability. 

 

 

Who we are: 

¶ Christian organization that strives to respond to Christ's call by showing our love for Him by "taking care of His   

people." 

¶ Non-profit 501c3 corporation.  

¶ Started in 1985. 

¶ 100% of all designated funds received by MMM go to their designated purposes. 

¶ 100% of all undesignated funds received by MMM go to the mission field in Africa -- not even the cost of a stamp is 

deducted.  

¶ All MMM volunteers pay their travel to and from Africa and room and board while in Africa.  

¶ Worked in Ghana, Republic of Congo (Zaire), Malawi, Tanzania and Zambia. 

 

Our Partners: 

Since 1990, MMM has worked closely in Malawi with the Synod of Livingstonia, Church of Central Africa Presbyterian 

(CCAP) and more recently with the Synods of Nkhoma and Zambia CCAP and with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

Tanzania, Konde Diocese. 

 

Our Projects & Principles: 

¶ Our projects stress self-help. 

¶ MMMôs Shallow Well Program is a self-help program that represents development that is sustained in the village.  

¶ For $400 you can provide a village (with an average population of 200 people) with a permanent source of safe 

drinking water. 

 

Shallow Wells: 

In 2011: 2664 shallow wells were built in remote villages in Malawi, Zambia, and Tanzania.  

Since 1991 MMM has built over 16,100 shallow wells providing hundreds of thousands of people with a sustainable 

source of safe drinking water. 

 

Schools: 

MMM primary school projects have helped increase the number of students accepted into secondary school 3 to 8 times 

the national norm. The building projects follow the shallow well model. The communities provide what they can: brick, 

sand, stone and unskilled labor. MMM provides what they cannot: pump, cement, and skilled labor. 

 

¶ MMM has built or rehabilitated 9 schools in Malawi 

¶ In 1994, together with the Synod of Livingstonia, MMM started the only school for the hard of hearing in the entire 

northern half of the country of Malawi. 

¶ MMM started the Chizimya Full Primary School in 1992 and has provided the funds for 8 teacher homes, four two-

room school blocks, and a library administration building. The school now serves 800 pupils and is ranked number 1 

or 2 in its zone of 40 primary schools. 

¶ MMM provided the funds to build the school blocks and teacher homes for the Chimaliro Full Primary School. 

¶ MMM provided the funds to rehabilitate the Loudon (Embangweni) Full Primary School. The School serves 1,900 

pupils. 

 

Hospitals: 

Every year MMM provides five mission hospitals in Malawi charity care and medicines. 
 

 



A Look at the Shallow Well Program 

§ In 2011, we built 2,664 wells; our goal was 2,500. 

An estimated 399,600 rural villagers (250,000 

children) now have a sustainable source of safe 

drinking water! Our service area reaches from the 

capital Lilongwe in central Malawi, to southwest-

ern Tanzania in the North and from Lake Malawi 

in the East crossing into Zambia in the West.  

§ MMMôs purpose is to share the love of Christ with the           

extreme poor in Africa. We do this through the Shallow 

Well Program by providing  a sustainable source of safe 

drinking water while working hand-in-hand in a horizontal 

relationship with our African partners. 
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§ The shallow well is inexpensive, technologically            

appropriate and can be built in the most remote areas. 

It is easy to repair and even the extreme poor can                  

afford to maintain it.   

§ The MMM model is unique in its strong emphasis on 

partnership with Africans at the grassroots level.   

People from the village dig the well, make the brick 

to line it, and bring sand and stone needed for         

construction. MMM supplies only what the villages 

cannot. 

§ What sets MMM apart is our excellent maintenance system. 

The goal is to empower Africans at the local level to maintain 

their well without outside assistance. The spare parts are     

readily available and inexpensive. Wells are repaired as 

needed. Your $400 provides clean, safe water for an average 

of 150 villagers in perpetuity!  

§ This is a program where everything is purchased, 

made, manufactured, maintained and administered 

in Africa by Africans. 



Many of the health problems throughout the third world are water-related. This is 

especially true in the rural areas of Malawi, Tanzania and Zambia, Africa where 

the people suffer from dysentery and other water-borne diseases. Most of the     

villages depend on surface water collected from open ponds and water holes    

similar to the one pictured here: 

 

The Synod of Livingstonia, Church of Central Africa Presbyterian, has a goal of 

making safe water available to everyone - even those in the most remote areas of 

Malawi. In 1990, missionary Jim McGill and Marion Medical   Mission started 

the Shallow Well Program to provide safe drinking water to rural villages. The 

first year, we built 13 wells. Since then the number has increased to the point that we have installed over 16,100 

wells by the end of 2011.  

 

Providing safe, clean drinking water for a village at $400 is a bargain for donors and a God-send for villagers. Know 

that every penny of every donation for shallow wells goes to construct shallow wells. Volunteers from the United 

States labor pay their own travel expenses to Africa and room & board while in Africa. MMM doesnôt deduct                

administrative or any overhead costs incurred in the United States from donations received unless specifically desig-

nated for that purpose. 

 

Everybody participates in the process!!  It costs approximately $400 to build a shallow 

well. That comes to an average of about $1.75 per person! This is because the wells 

are built in partnership with the villagers. The wells are self-help projects. MMM only 

provides what they cannot: the pipe, pump, concrete, and skilled labor. The           vil-

lagers make the brick, provide the stone, sand, and unskilled labor. Each village signs 

a contract agreeing to give the program 90 kg of maize or equivalent value each year 

in return for the availability of the replacement parts needed to maintain its           shal-

low well.  

 

The shallow wells are located approximately one-half mile from the village, close to the location of the old water 

source. When completed, each well provides on average 150 people with safe drinking water. 

 

The Marion Medical Mission receives thank you notes from village Head Men for their new shallow well. One of our 

favorites said: "We didn't think we would have anything this nice in our lifetime. 

 

Inscribed on the concrete top slab of every well is "Uchindami Kwa Chiuta," in 

Chitumbuka, and its English translation, "Glory To God." After the pump is           

installed, but before the well is turned over to the village, a shallow well               

maintenance team member and the Shallow Well Committee Chairman say a 

prayer thanking God for the well and asking Him to bless the village and the 

new well.  

 

After the prayer a shallow well maintenance team member demonstrates how 

the pump works. The villagers and the shallow well committee are reminded of 

their maintenance fee to the Shallow Well Program, and that in return, all              

replacement parts necessary to keep the well operating will be provided. They 

are also told how to contact their maintenance person if they have trouble 

with the well.  

 

A member of the shallow well maintenance team (composed of villagers who 

have been trained by the Shallow Well Program) inspects each well once a 

month and receives a handful of chicken eggs (or some vegetables) from the 

village for their work. When a well breaks down, the head of the Shallow 

Well Committee contacts their maintenance person, and if the well is fixed 

within 48 hours, they receive a gift (chicken, eggs etc) for their work.  

 



In addition, the shallow well maintenance team now manufactures pumps at 

the Embangweni Hospital. In a letter to Marion Medical Mission on April 27, 

1996, Mr. Soko, head of the pump manufacturing team, said "We are No. 1 in 

the country of Malawi on pump manufacturing, well building and pump              

installing, so this is something very great! This has made me feel so happy. 

Please let everybody know about this. We are number 1 in supplying good                     

water to the people!ò 

 

Africans at the local level run the maintenance system. It operates at the  

grassroots level, not from the top down. MMM and its church partners play  

a supporting role. We help the water users organize the village and zone                     

committees and provide training to help them operate effectively. Our  

African Field Officers regularly visit the zones and the villages to monitor  

the functionality of the wells. As we gain more experience with the system, 

we are working with our African partners to improve it. Our goal is to help  

African water users at the grassroots level achieve and maintain at least 90% functionality without outside assistance, 

which is much higher than for other protected water sources. 

 

Presbyterian Missionary Judy Jewett, the former Acting  Administrator of Embangweni Hospital, is enthusiastic 

about the benefits of the shallow well program. She reported, "It's wonderful! Wherever the wells are installed, we at 

the Hospital see a one-hundred percent drop in children with dysentery. Safe water virtually eliminates that health 

threat.ò 

 

A 2005 study has documented the reduction in waterborne diseases.  Based on her survey of a sample of Malawian 

villages, researcher Evelyn Davis found ñ... a remarkable impact as a result of the introduction of protected shallow 

wells on the health and quality of life in rural Malawian villages. According to those interviewed in the shallow well 

program, incidences of diarrhea, bilharzia, and cholera were not evident. The baseline group of people who have ap-

plied but have not yet received protected shallow wells told of constant illnesses, even death, as a result of unsafe 

drinking water conditions.ò The study also found important collateral benefits.  ñThis study has shown that the intro-

duction of protected shallow wells is effective at improving the physical health and vigor of those who use them, thus 

increasing their opportunity for more productivity. More importantly, this study has shown that the Shallow Wells 

Program is effective at producing longer-term outcomes such as attitude and behavior changes in the users, for exam-

ple, those exposed to the use of good water choose not to return to the old source of water when problems arise with 

their well.ò (The full study report is available on the Marion Medical Mission website, www.marionmedical.org).   
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