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ABSTRACT  (max 300 words): 
 
As an environmental engineer, I am engaged in the involvement of the users of sanitation systems in the 
development of ecological alternatives. In the field of sanitary engineering in Sweden, however, the discussion 
about users merely concern how information is effectively spread, and how users can be made to avoid wasting 
water or polluting the sewage. Among engineers, the expectation of user involvement is low, as the users are 
considered to be uninterested, busy and lacking knowledge. 
 
This gap between professionals and users is contrasted with the situation in rural South Africa 
(and many similar places in Africa and Asia), where the users are expected to play an 
important role in developing and managing the infrastructure technologies. The participatory 
approach is well known within the ”development discourse”, and often a prerequisite to start a 
new development project. 
 
In the paper, I discuss the following questions:  
• How is it that we demand much more participation of people in rural Africa (or Asia) than 

we do of people in Sweden (or Europe or North America)? The rural – urban difference 
does explain some, but not all of the difference. Can we learn from the “development 
discourse” to invite the users to more of a dialogue and participation in different stages of 
technology development? How could such a participatory approach look in the situation 
of Swedish ecological sanitation?  

• How would user participation influence the development of possible alternatives? Will 
environmental concern be ignored when compared with comfort and economy? Or will it 
become more integrated and emphasised? Are we as engineers ready to share this 
responsibility with the users?  

• User participation is also a question of time, interest and shared responsibilities. How 
much participation are the users willing to commit themselves to? 


