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Bringing clean 
water to 
rural Laos

Karen LongweLL
newsroom@durhamregion.com

Metroland photographer/report-
er Karen Longwell visited projects 
with the Port Hope-based charita-
ble organization Adopt a Village 
in Laos, southeast Asia, in Janu-
ary. This is part one of a three-part 
series.

A
s two boats packed with 
water filters arrived at the 
landing of Soup Khong, 
Laos, children started to 
trickle down a path.

 The filters, funded by donors 
from Northumberland, Durham, 
across Canada and the United 
States, will provide clean water in 
the small community where peo-
ple suffer from illnesses caused 
by water-borne bacteria, said 
Steve Rutledge, founder 
of Adopt a Village in 
Laos. 
 Within min-
utes of the 
boats’ arriv-
al, a bell is 
sounded in 
the commu-
nity and the 
path is flood-
ed with peo-
ple. Young and 
old gathered to help 
carry the water filters to 
the village. A child no more than 
two years old carries a wicker 
stand, for the water filter, like a 
backpack. Wearing no shoes, he 
climbs the steep, dirt tract to the 
village. Women and men hoist 
the boxes and wicker stands on 
their shoulders -- carrying the 
nearly 70 filters for all the fami-
lies in the hill tribe village. 
 The village is only accessible by 
boat in the Muang Ngoi district 
of northern Laos. It is a region 
of stunning beauty with dramat-
ic karst peaks towering on either 
side of the Nam Ou River. But 
like many regions in Laos, it suf-
fered under what is known as the 
secret American war. The con-

flict has had a lasting impact on 
Laos, which has the unenviable 
distinction of being the most 
heavily bombed country per 
capita in the world, accord-
ing to the Laos Nation 
Unexploded Ordnance 
organization. More than 
two million tons of ord-
nance were dropped on Laos 
between 1964 and 1973. 
 Soup Khong is one of many vil-
lages Adopt a Village in Laos has 
helped. To date the organization 
has provided 682 water filters 
over the past three years, said Mr. 
Rutledge. Donors pay $65 to pro-
vide a water filter for a family.
 On Jan. 13, Mr. Rutledge, Mike 
Yap and Port Hope residents 
and Rotarians Hugh Parker and 
Linda Goldie returned to the 
village for the distribution of 
the water filters and a hygiene 
talk. Mr. Rutledge and Siphan 
Phanthavong, assistant/co-
ordinator with Adopt a Vil-
lage, gathered the villag-
ers outside the commu-

nity hall. Through 
the translation 

of Mr. Phan-
t h a v o n g , 

Mr. Rutledge 
asks the villag-
ers how many 
have had diar-
rhea in the last 
six months; 

the village 
chief nods and 

said everyone has 
experienced the ill-

ness. Although residents 
here can access medicine, it is 
expensive for people who have 
few resources, said Mr. Rut-
ledge.
 “All their money goes to 
health care,” he said.
 The water filters are made 
in Laos and approved by 
the World Health Orga-
nization. They effectively 
remove 99.9 per cent of 
the bacteria found in vil-
lage water, which is often 
taken from nearby streams 
and rivers. Filtered water will 
be used for drinking, brushing 
teeth, cooking, washing dishes 
and washing vegetables.
 “It’s (the water filter) is going to 

give you longer lives. It 
is going to give happier 

lives,” Mr. Rutledge told a 
group of villagers gathered 

on Jan. 14 where more water 
filters are delivered to Phonesa-
van. 
 In Nam Khan, the fourth village 
visited in four days, Dom Phom-
alin said the people do get sick 
from the water.
 “People drink water from the 
river,” Mr. Phomalin said.
 In each village, Mr. Rutledge 
explains the importance of 
hygiene. Hill tribe communities 
often use the same water bucket 

and towel to wash their hands. 
Using a container of glitter to 
represent germs, Mr. Rutledge 

shows how easily an illness 
can spread through a com-

munity.
 In addition to the water 
filters, toothbrushes, 
toothpaste and dental 

floss from Port Hope den-
tist Dr. Anna Tucka were 

distributed.

Part two in the series looks at a school 
building in Laos. For more on Adopt a 

Village in Laos, visit the website at http://
adoptavillageinlaos.wordpress.com

Karen LongweLL / MetroLand
LAOS -- A woman gathers water in Soup Khong village. The water often carries water-borne bacteria, 
which makes residents ill.
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LAOS -- Everyone who was able carried the water filters from the 
river boat to the village of Soup Khong for distribution.
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LAOS -- A resident of Phonesavan, a village in northern Laos, car-
ries home a water filter after a presentation from Adopt a Village in 
Laos on Jan. 14.

‘
‘It’s (the water 

filter) is going to 
give you longer 
lives. It is going 
to give happier 

lives.’
 Steve Rutledge

Building Hope

Building Hope


