
 

Local engineer goes beyond her borders 
with Tanzania water project 
Claudia Boyd-Barrett 

7:29 PM, Jul 17, 2015 

8:33 PM, Jul 17, 2015 

  



 

 

 

VENTURA, Calif. - On a typical day, engineer Gricelda Ramirez can be found working in the 

offices of Jensen Design & Survey in Ventura, mapping out flood plains on a computer. 

But Ramirez broke with routine a few weeks ago to use her engineering skills in a very different 

context halfway around the world. 

The 28-year-old staff engineer flew to Tanzania in East Africa to help build a water pipeline for 

the tribal Maasai people. From late May to mid-June, she and fellow members of the nonprofit 

group Engineers Without Borders worked with the Maasai to bring much-needed water to a 

medical clinic and closer to people’s homes. 

It was an eye-opening experience, said Ramirez, who had never been to Africa, much less to the 

kind of rural and impoverished area the engineers were working in. When she finally arrived in 

the tiny town of Elerai, after two 10-hour flights and several hours of driving, she was surprised 



to see how simple the living conditions were. The town was a small collection of wooden 

buildings serving as the area’s business center, and the residents lived in homes made of clay and 

sticks — called bomas — scattered across the surrounding hills. Roaming the area were wild 

animals, including impalas, zebras and giraffes. 

There was no electricity, and the only access to water was from a tank in the center of town. 

Residents — mostly women and children — had to walk for hours to collect water from the tank 

to bring back to their homes. The nearest health clinic, three miles from the center, used a tractor 

to get water, she said. 

“I was a little bit in shock. I was expecting more development instead of just the bare minimum,” 

Ramirez said. “But I was excited to see what we could do and to learn.” 

While there, Ramirez worked with fellow members of the Santa Barbara/Ventura chapter of 

Engineers Without Borders. She oversaw construction workers hired by the community as they 

dug a trench for the pipeline. Her job was to ensure the pipeline would be buried deep enough so 

it couldn’t be damaged by elephants or people and to track the project as it unfolded, making 

sure everything was built correctly. 

By the end of their stay, the team had installed the pipeline to the clinic, along with three taps so 

people could access water near their homes along the way. A section of pipe still needs to be 

installed, but is expected to be completed in the next few weeks, chapter President Adam Kanolb 

said. He said chapter members are communicating with the Maasai and Tanzanian technicians as 

they finish the pipeline and will return in November to make sure everything is working 

correctly. 

“They were pretty excited,” Ramirez said of the Maasai. “It’s going to completely change their 

lives — in particular the women and the children who won’t have to fetch the water. ... Just 

seeing the direct impact, that was very rewarding for me as an engineer.” 

Kanolb and chapter member Rusty Lindsey, both engineers in Santa Barbara, said the entire 

project cost about $100,000, which the group raised over two years. Six members traveled to 



Tanzania to work on the pipeline, and many others worked on the design and planning from here. 

The group also hired a consultant in Tanzania to educate the Maasai on how to effectively use 

the pipeline and the water for sanitation. Access to clean water will improve the health of the 

local population, helping cut down on diseases such as trachoma, which had been common 

because people hadn’t been able to do simple things like wash their faces, Kanolb said. 

For Ramirez, despite the challenges of working in a place with a different language and culture, 

the interactions she had with the Maasai, particularly the women, made her realize that human 

beings have much in common no matter where they are from or their circumstances. She said her 

stay in Tanzania also gave her a greater appreciation for the struggles people face in other parts 

of the world, and the importance of water conservation. 

“I learned that things I get worked up about in the U.S. are things that are kind of irrelevant in 

comparison to what other people have to go through every day,” she said. 

Learn more: Visit http:///ewb-sbv.org for more information about the local chapter of Engineers 

Without Borders. Members need not be engineers. 

http://www.vcstar.com/news/local-news/ventura/local-engineer-goes-beyond-her-borders-with-

tanzania-water-project_63809650  

http://www.vcstar.com/news/local-news/ventura/local-engineer-goes-beyond-her-borders-with-tanzania-water-project_63809650
http://www.vcstar.com/news/local-news/ventura/local-engineer-goes-beyond-her-borders-with-tanzania-water-project_63809650

