Solar power for water

September 28, 2003

PHILIPPINES - Many residents of the mountain Barangay of Butong, Ronda, Cebu may have yet to see a cellular phone, but they have what the rest of the world doesn’t: a solar-powered prepaid water supply system. 

Think of how the debit system of a prepaid phone card operates and you get the picture. 

The use of the smart card is designed to solve problems associated with the collection of fees, said WorldWater (Philippines) Inc. 

WorldWater worked with Ronda Mayor Mariano Blanco III, the Municipal Government and the Philippine National Bank (PNB) on the project. 

Butong is seven kilometers up the mountains of Ronda, a southwestern town 81 kilometers from Cebu City. 

Solar panels installed atop a hill convert 2,700 watts from the sun’s energy to power a submersible pump, which in turn delivers 22 cubic meters of water each day. 

The water source is a well drilled 23 meters in an underground river and an aquifer with a potential yield of 85 liters per second. Water is then lifted over 100 meters into a storage tank. 

Power pump 

Six kilometers of pipeline brings water to 10 common water distribution points. Here, users draw water from a tap using rechargeable pre-paid smart cards, which WorldWater calls the AquaCard. 

Similar to how the prepaid phone system works, the AquaCard is inserted into a meter attached to a solar pumping station and the requested amount of water is dispensed and the card is debited. A microchip in the card indicates when it needs to be recharged by the water user at the community bank. 

Funds collected by the community bank from customers are turned over to the local government, which then repays the loan used to purchase the equipment and installation from WorldWater. 

Mayor Blanco said the project is funded by a P5-million loan from PNB. 

Before the project was implemented, the community was organized and given a series of seminars on how the system works and how to take care of the facility, said WorldWater’s John Herrman. 

Cards can be bought at the Municipal Hall at P150 good for 1,000 liters of water. The user doesn’t have to buy a new card because the used card can be recharged, at P3 per 20 liters. 

That’s 15 centavos per liter. A liter of bottled mineral water costs about P25.
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