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1. Roof catchment

2. Delivery system

4. Devises to ensure clean water

3. Storage vessel
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Rainwater Harvesting Initiative at Nuffield School for the Deaf and
Blind

The Nuffield School for the Deaf and Blind, established in 1956, has long been
recognized as a pioneering institution dedicated to empowering hearing and visually
impaired students. Located in Kaithady, the school serves as a hub of hope and
innovation, offering quality education to 136 hearing-impaired and 8 visually impaired
students. These students, hailing from diverse parts of the nation, find a nurturing
environment where they can grow academically, socially, and emotionally. Guided by a
dedicated team of educators and staff, the school continually strives to align its vision
with contemporary needs, integrating sustainability into its curriculum and
extracurricular projects.

One of the school’s standout initiatives is the rainwater harvesting project, launched in
June 2023. This initiative reflects the school’'s commitment to addressing local
challenges such as water scarcity while simultaneously providing an immersive learning
experience for students. Funded by CFLI and the LetUsHelpNow Foundation, the
project represents a collaborative effort to ensure water security and promote
sustainable practices. Its dual purpose of serving both as a resource management
solution and an educational tool has made it a flagship program at Nuffield School.

Project Overview

The rainwater harvesting initiative began with the installation of 14 tanks, each with a
capacity of 16,000 liters, resulting in a total storage capacity of 224,000 liters. These
tanks are designed to capture and store rainwater during the monsoon season, which
spans from October to December. This stored water is intended to support the school’s
needs for up to seven months during the dry season. The system incorporates
advanced yet simple filtration mechanisms, using natural materials like stones and
charcoal to ensure the collected water is clean and suitable for use in agricultural and
general purposes.

The project’s practical benefits are evident in the way it addresses water scarcity, a
challenge that has affected the school and surrounding communities for years. By
harnessing an abundant natural resource, the initiative has reduced the school’s
dependence on external water sources, thus cutting costs and ensuring a reliable
supply. More importantly, it has created a sustainable model that can be replicated in
other institutions and communities facing similar challenges.
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Integration with Agricultural Education

One of the most impactful aspects of the rainwater harvesting project is its integration
with the school’s agricultural programs. These programs serve as both practical learning
platforms and vital contributors to the school’s sustainability efforts. Raised bed
gardens, located near the main hall, are a prime example of this integration. These
gardens are vibrant with vegetables and herbs, which are nurtured with water from the
rainwater harvesting system. Students actively participate in planting, maintaining, and
harvesting crops, learning valuable lessons about soil health, plant growth, and the
importance of sustainable farming practices.

Vertical gardening, another innovative component, has transformed walls and trellises
into productive green spaces. This method not only maximizes the use of available
space but also ensures resilience during the rainy season, as the elevated plants
remain unaffected by stagnant water. Students engage with these vertical gardens,
discovering creative ways to grow food in limited spaces and understanding the
significance of water efficiency in agriculture.

The school has also introduced composting and worm farming as complementary
activities to its agricultural initiatives. A rotating compost bin, constructed by students
and staff, turns organic waste into nutrient-rich compost, which is then used to enrich
the soil in the gardens. Worm farms further enhance the soil’s fertility, demonstrating the
vital role of worms in breaking down organic matter and maintaining a balanced
ecosystem. These hands-on projects provide students with practical skills while
reinforcing the principles of recycling and biodiversity.

Transforming the School’s Landscape

The rainwater harvesting project has brought a visual and functional transformation to
the school’'s campus. Areas that were once barren, such as those near the chapel and
main hall, have been revitalized with lush greenery. Raised bed gardens and vertical
gardens now stand as symbols of the school’'s commitment to sustainability and
environmental stewardship. These spaces are not only aesthetically pleasing but also
serve as living laboratories where students can observe and participate in sustainable
practices.

The impact of these transformations extends beyond the physical environment. They
have created a sense of pride among students and staff, fostering a deeper connection
to the school and its mission. The green spaces have also become venues for
community gatherings and events, showcasing the school’s achievements and inspiring
visitors to adopt similar initiatives in their own communities.
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Knowledge Sharing and Community Engagement

To amplify the impact of the rainwater harvesting project, Nuffield School has organized
four forums that have fostered knowledge sharing and collaboration. The first forum,
held shortly after the project’s launch, brought together agricultural experts to evaluate
the school’s activities and provide valuable insights. These experts shared their
knowledge on water management and sustainable farming, helping the school refine its
approach and maximize the project’s benefits.

The second forum expanded the conversation by involving students, teachers, and
principals from five schools. Participants shared their experiences and discussed
innovative practices related to gardening and sustainability. This event served as a
platform for exchanging ideas and building networks, fostering a culture of collaboration
among schools.

The third forum was an online forum On September 28, 2024, a virtual forum titled
Water Scarcity and Rainwater Harvesting was held to address the challenges of water
scarcity, its causes, and sustainable solutions. Organized by the Nuffield School for the
Deaf and Blind and the LetUsHelpNow Foundation, with support from CFLI, the event
featured prominent speakers, including Dr. (Eng.) Subramaniam Sivakumar from the
University of Jaffna, Mr. C. R. Bharathi Kannan, a social and environmental activist from
Tamil Nadu, Dr. Thanuja Ariyananda, CEO of the Lanka Rainwater Harvesting Forum,
and Ms. Amara Somasundaram, Principal of Nuffield School. Each speaker brought
unique insights, from general discussions on water scarcity and rainwater harvesting to
sharing experiences of implementing rainwater systems at Nuffield School. The forum
provided a platform for knowledge sharing, fostering sustainable practices, and raising
awareness about the critical importance of water conservation.

The fourth forum was a landmark event that underscored two projects (Rainwater
harvesting success event and Art appreciation event)success and its potential for
broader impact. Government and non-government officials were invited to witness the
school’s achievements and explore opportunities for scaling similar initiatives. The event
also featured cultural performances by students, including a nature-themed song by
Rohan, a talented student whose performance highlighted the connection between the
project and environmental conservation.

These forums have not only promoted the school’s work but also sparked meaningful
conversations about sustainability within the wider community. They have demonstrated
the feasibility and benefits of rainwater harvesting and sustainable practices, inspiring
other institutions and individuals to take action.
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Challenges and Solutions

One of the key challenges encountered during the rainwater harvesting project was the
selection of an appropriate construction firm to build 14 water storage tanks. Ensuring
the firm had the required expertise and resources to manage such a large-scale
construction project, while adhering to quality standards and timelines, proved to be
difficult. Additionally, coordinating the logistics for tank placement, as well as securing
necessary permits, presented unforeseen hurdles. Another challenge was identifying
and connecting with the Lanka Rainwater Harvesting Forum, a vital resource for
knowledge exchange and best practices in the field. Establishing a partnership with the
forum took more time than initially expected, which delayed some critical stages of the
project.

Initial knowledge gaps among students and staff also posed a challenge, as many were
unfamiliar with the concepts and practices involved in rainwater harvesting and
sustainable agriculture. This was addressed through workshops and hands-on training
sessions, which not only built capacity but also increased engagement and ownership of
the project.

Impact and Lessons Learned

The rainwater harvesting project has had a profound impact on the school and its
stakeholders. It has provided a reliable water supply, reduced costs, and enhanced the
school’s resilience to water scarcity. More importantly, it has served as a powerful
educational tool, equipping students with practical skills and a deep understanding of
sustainability.

The project has also had a ripple effect beyond the school, as students take the
knowledge and practices they have learned back to their homes and communities. By
promoting rainwater harvesting and sustainable gardening, they are helping to create a
culture of environmental responsibility that extends far beyond the school grounds.

During the planting phase of the rainwater harvesting project, several important lessons
were learned that contributed to the overall success of the system. One key lesson was
the selection of native, drought-resistant plant species, which ensured resilience to the
local climate and minimized water usage. This approach reduced the need for additional
irrigation and supported the sustainability of the ecosystem around the rainwater tanks.
Soil preparation was another critical factor, as initially poor soil conditions slowed plant
growth. By adding organic compost and ensuring proper drainage, plant health and
establishment improved significantly. Additionally, snails posed a significant threat to
plant survival, causing considerable damage. The use of neem oil as a natural pesticide
was a valuable solution to control snail infestations without harming the plants, proving
both effective and environmentally friendly. Another important lesson was the
construction of compost bins for managing organic waste. Creating a compost bin
system allowed for efficient recycling of plant waste and other organic materials,
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producing nutrient-rich compost that greatly enhanced soil fertility and plant health.
Regular maintenance, such as checking for irrigation system blockages and leaks, was
also essential in ensuring optimal use of harvested rainwater. Lastly, incorporating
companion planting techniques, such as pairing nitrogen-fixing plants with others,
helped improve soil fertility and reduced the need for synthetic fertilizers, supporting the
long-term sustainability of the planting area.

Several key lessons have emerged from the project’s journey. Collaboration with
funding organizations and community stakeholders has been crucial to its success.
Hands-on learning has proven to be an effective method for engaging students and
reinforcing key concepts. Adaptability has been essential in addressing challenges and
ensuring the smooth implementation of the initiative.

Future Plans

Building on the success of the rainwater harvesting project, Nuffield School plans to
expand its agricultural programs to include advanced techniques like hydroponics. The
school also aims to organize workshops and awareness campaigns to promote
rainwater harvesting and sustainable practices within the local community.
Strengthening collaborations with other schools and organizations will further amplify
the project’s impact, creating a network of institutions committed to sustainability.

Additionally, the school is exploring renewable energy solutions, such as solar power, to
complement its water and agricultural initiatives. By integrating these technologies, the
school aims to create a comprehensive model of sustainability that can serve as a
blueprint for other institutions.

Conclusion

The rainwater harvesting project at Nuffield School for the Deaf and Blind is more than
just an environmental initiative. It is a testament to the power of education, innovation,
and collaboration in addressing global challenges at a local level. By harnessing a
simple yet effective solution, the school has transformed its campus, empowered its
students, and inspired its community.

Thanks to the support of CFLI, the LetUsHelpNow Foundation, and the dedication of the
school’s staff and students, this project stands as a beacon of hope and a model for
sustainable development. At Nuffield School, every drop of rainwater represents a step
toward a greener, more sustainable future—a future where innovation and compassion
go hand in hand.
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This pilot project was implemented by
Nuffield School for the Deaf and Blind, Jaffna, Sri Lanka

with the financial and implementation support of
the Canada Fund for Local Initiatives (CFLI) Programme and
Let Us Help Now Foundation, Canada.
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