
 

 
 

Essential H2O 
Local engineers to build water pipeline for a Tanzanian village 

By Chris O'Neal 05/21/2015 

The traveling team of Engineers 
Without Borders Santa 

Barbara/Ventura chapter. 

In 2009, the wheels began to 

turn on a big undertaking: 
building a clinic, the first of its 

kind, in the remote village of 
Olmoti in northern Tanzania. 

Maasai tribe midwife Mama 
Yaya had seen enough children 

die due to unsanitary 
conditions; and when Diane 

Raleigh and Gloria Upchurch 
visited from America, Yaya took action, telling her story as well as that of 

the people of her village. 

 

In 2010, after Raleigh and Upchurch raised funds, a clinic was built in 
Olmoti. Since then, the Olmoti Clinic has treated most of the 600 tribesmen 

and women that populate the village and it now has an eye-care clinic. 

 
The current situation: The clinic is in need of water, a scarce resource in the 

arid landscape at the base of Mount Kilimanjaro; and after three years of 
planning, the Ventura and Santa Barbara Chapter of Engineers Without 

Borders is ready to deliver. 

 
A 5-kilometer-long (about 3 miles) pipeline, attached to a water tank in a 

neighboring city, will deliver water to the roughly 600 Olmoti villagers, to the 
Olmoti Clinic, a local school and a community fountain for home use. 

 

Gricelda Ramirez is one of 20 engineers who have volunteered for the 
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project through the Ventura and Santa Barbara Chapter of Engineers 

Without Borders, a national nonprofit founded in 2000 that supports 
community-driven, sustainable projects worldwide. 

 

Her first trip to Olmoti came two years ago, when she and her fellow 
engineers visited in order to better understand the issue and to get to know 

the community. On the second trip, the team, now with an understanding of 
the issues, made plans for the construction. 

  

 

Locals gather water in jugs from 
a tap three miles from home.  

There are roughly 600 Masaai 
living in Olmoti, Tanzania. 

 

“Our goal was to come up with 

a project that is sustainable and 
one that the community is 

engaged in and feels ownership 
of,” said Ramirez. “It’s been a 

challenge to communicate with 
the community because of the 

language barriers and really 
make sure that we are listening 

to them and understanding 
what they want and not pushing 

for what we think they need.” 

 
Ramirez will return at the end of this month to Olmoti as part of the second 

of three teams to complete the project. The Olmoti community provided 5 
percent of the cost of the pipeline in the form of digging the trench needed, 

while the rest of the cost — estimated to be around $35,000 — was raised 

by the local chapter and gathered through various donations. 

 
The project should take six weeks, says Ramirez, who will coordinate with 

the local people, make sure the materials are on site and go through 
whatever is constructed on their end and make note of it. Ramirez became a 

member of Engineers Without Borders after moving to Ventura from Illinois, 
where she completed her master’s degree. She currently works as a staff 

designer at Ventura’s Jensen Design & Survey. 



 

Before choosing the Olmoti project, Ramirez and the Ventura/Santa Barbara 
chapter sent inquiries around the world to friends and acquaintances in 

nonprofits. Choosing the water pipeline project was a matter of what best fit 
the group’s abilities and the need of the chosen community. 

 

Ramirez says that the project, which should be completed by the end of 
June, will be a boon to the community. 

 

“The access to clean water will have profound effects on the quality of life of 
the community,” said Ramirez. “Women and children are relieved from the 

arduous task of carrying heavy jugs of water, social time for women will be 
safer and closer to home, children will have more time and support for 

attending school without the burden of being the sole responsibility for 
water.” 

For more information on Engineers Without Borders, visit www.ewb-

sbv.org; for information on Jensen Design & Survey, 

visit www.jdscivil.com. 
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