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Safe water, good sanitation
and proper hygiene
practices are crucial in
breaking the transmission
pathway of COVID-19, and
undernourished people may
become more severely ill if
infected.
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Message from our
director and board

Riad Mahmud, country director Bangladesh

“

2020 proved the importance of engaging all
stakeholders in our programmes. Because of our
close ties with local government, we were able
to react to the crisis immediately, negotiating
with local governments for more freedom for
entrepreneurs selling relevant hygiene and nutrition
products and services during the lockdown. On top
of that, our previous investments in a telephone
infrastructure with the households, used for data
collection, proved useful in spreading essential
COVID-19 prevention messages, as well as other
hygiene and nutrition related messages. Our team
moved fast and worked tirelessly to ensure that the
communities in our programme areas could continue
to raise healthy children, even in these testing
times”

We had made great plans for the year 2020: the year in which Max Foundation turned 15 years,
and in which we officially started our work in Ethiopia! Naturally, celebrations for both needed
to be put on hold when COVID-19 entered our lives.
The pandemic affected all of us, our teams, our country

In the last 15 years, we went from installing water pumps to

programmes and the communities we work in, within the

comprehensive community-led programmes in cooperation with

organization and as individuals. I am deeply grateful when I

local governments and entrepreneurs; from volunteer-led to a

see how our country offices continue to run their programmes,

professional organisation; and from Bangladesh to Nepal and

how all colleagues have helped each other, keeping a sense of

Ethiopia. In total, we have supported over 2.9 million people. To

humour, and working even harder to ensure a healthy start for

travel through our 15-year journey with us, flip to the chapter 10

every child.

“Max 15 years” on page 26.
We aim to reach millions more by 2030, both directly and
influencing others, helping governments where we work

More than ever, the COVID-19 pandemic has proven

in reaching stunting reduction targets. We will continue

the relevance of hygiene for health, especially in the

strengthening local business solutions and nourish our social

countries where we work (Bangladesh, Ethiopia and

water enterprise, Max TapWater, to grow and become self-

Nepal). While lockdowns have brought challenges,

sustaining. In everything we do we keep our focus on (im)

we have found ways to continue and intensify efforts.

proving the effectiveness of our approach.

Our COVID-19 campaign, for example, reached over

In a way, we have only just begun!

1 million people in Bangladesh.

As you will see in the coming pages, we firmly believe that the
power of our organization comes from passionate people who
Safe water, sanitation and hygiene are crucial in the fight against

live and breathe our shared values every day. A huge thank you

the spread of COVID-19 worldwide. Undernutrition causes more

to those who were with us since the beginning, and to those who

severe COVID-19 infections. And the economic impact has

believed in our goals and grew with us along the way. None of

been devastating to child health, causing a hunger crisis. 2020

this would have been possible without you- our volunteers, our

has shown that Max Foundation’s integrated approach to child

employees, our board members and, of course, our donors and

health - combining access to safe water, sanitation and hygiene

partners.

with access to nutrition and essential care – can help to create
All the best,

resilience in communities, so they will be less affected when a
crisis hits, and recover more quickly.

Joost van de Meent,
Chairman of the board

Manaye Seyoum, country director Ethiopia

“

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic that started in
2020, we experienced a delay and uncertainty in
the official start of our Healthy Village Ethiopia
programme. However, we are happy to say that
the relevance of our programme, especially in
times of a pandemic, was evident. The programme
received a green light at the end of the year, and
we officially established our office, signed an MOU
with Government, and started to grow our team. I
believe our unique integrated and evidence-based
approach with high government engagement at all
levels and expert technical support will make this a
much-needed programme with long-lasting impact.
Creating Healthy Villages, and helping to create a
healthy start for every child in Ethiopia”

Joke Le Poole
Director
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In our programme areas in 2020, loss of income due to the pandemic led to less nutritional
intake. However, hygienic habits such as regular handwashing went up.
We saw that villages officially declared ‘healthy’ under our pro-

Declared Healthy Villages:

gramme - meeting criteria for access to and use of safe water,

6% stunting decrease

toilets, hygiene, nutrition, and care – fared better than those
which had not yet been declared healthy.

-6%

The vulnerable communities where we work in Bangladesh were
hit hard by the economic impact of COVID-19 and lockdowns to
stop the spread. Stunting rates, which had fallen in 2019, rose
in 2020 by 12%, and now half of all children in the programme
area are stunted. This is heart-breaking, but there is good news
too. The 123 villages already officially declared Healthy had a
stunting decrease of 6% in 2020, which is double the decrease

x

a

improved child health.
That is why we believe our approach leads to healthier, more
resilient children and communities better able to weather crises
such as COVID-19 and climate disasters.

2020: How our integrated approach 		
creates resilience in times of crisis
The impact of COVID-19 in 2020 showed the relevance of our integrated approach in building
communities’ resilience in the face of crises, helping them to minimise the effects to bounce
back easier.
Worldwide, approximately 144 million children under five are

The current economic slowdown in Bangladesh and disruptions

stunted: too short for their age. In Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and

to supply chains worldwide due to COVID-19 are making un-

Nepal over one third of all children are stunted, and in the un-

dernutrition more severe. At the same time, ongoing climate

derserved, hard-to-reach areas we work, even more. Stunting is

disruptions complicate the situation: Bangladesh was hit by cat-

caused by undernutrition, not just because of poor diet, but also

astrophic Cyclone Amphan in May 2020, causing widespread

infections from unsafe water and exposure to faecal matter from

flooding and devastation, leaving 500.000 people without a

humans and animals.

home. In Ethiopia, droughts and locusts caused large-scale crop,
pasture, and forest-cover loss, worsening food insecurity.
To fight undernutrition and stunting, Max Foundation works on -6%In 2020, we saw how these conditions affected the rates of
improving access to and use of

stunting world-wide: COVID-19 is causing a huge child health

1. water, sanitation and hygiene,

crisis, setting back progress on undernutrition and stunting in

and 2. nutrition and essential

countries like Bangladesh by 10 years.

M

e

care. We tackle these topics to-

ag

a

gether, because undernutrition
in
x
ll
He
i
V
children is caused by alack
l t h yof access to both.

1

Bangladesh National Nutrition Council (BNNC), “Determining the impact of COVID-19 on nutrition: Projection of the possible malnutrition burden in

post COVID-19 period in Bangladesh”, 2020.
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Our impact
in 2020

Max
TapWater
211,000 people gained

91,000 people

improved handwashing

gained improved

facilities (MaxiBasins)

sanitation

48,000 people
gained access to safe

140 households with piped water
in the home

1 External business model study
on our social water Enterprise
Max Tapwater

water

reached means that they are in our (full coverage)
programme area and have better access to essential products
… and a new website for Max TapWater!

and services for a healthy life

20,000 children under

People reached
& children reached

five measured and monitored

		
on growth (measured at least

Our team
in 2020

every 3 months) 50.000 were
measured irregularly

1,033,000
people reached
Over 70,000

350

1,800 children went

children under

33

employees in Bangladesh (including 1 Young expert)

fieldworkers (partner NGOs)

from being stunted (too

5 reached

small for their age) to
normal growth

3

employees in Ethiopia (including 1 Young expert)

194,000 people that

45% of women using

have increased

improved menstrual

800

access to home-based

Young experts (via YEP, Dutch government supported programme, one each in Bangladesh and Ethiopia)

employees in the Netherlands

compared to 33% in 2019

officials trained

foods

10

hygiene products

Local Government

nutrient-enriched

2

8
12,000

375 entrepreneurs

pregnant women received

trained in 2020

ante- & postnatal

4

interns and volunteers

board members

care

*Our finances will be featured in the Financial report, which will be published after the financial audit in June 2021
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Covid-19
COVID-19 has had an enormous impact on life as we know it – it has hit the vulnerable communities
where we work hard. The economic impact of COVID-19 is causing an undernutrition crisis,
setting progress back by a decade as caregivers cannot afford to feed their families.

“

The Royal Tropical Institute of the Netherlands (KIT) conducted

Covid-19 is a health
crisis, but it’s also a
social and economic
crisis - it’s caused a huge
economic burden for the
communities where we
work”

research into how COVID-19 affected Max Foundation’s
programme areas in Bangladesh. Most noteworthy, they
concluded that almost all people in our programme areas (95%)
reported a loss of income and a quarter reported lost business causing 75% of people to reduce their food consumption.

- Riad Mahmud

Our Covid-19 response
in Bangladesh

Here is an overview of
KIT’s findings:

The campaign had four sets of messages:

In April 2020, we began our emergency COVID-19 response in

Financial resources

the Southern Coastal regions of Bangladesh, covering 1.2 million

There was a negative impact on households across all socio-economic groups. This was highest amongst the

people. Controlling the spread of COVID-19 is a community-level

Set A: the importance of

poorest households: existing inequalities were likely exacerbated.

task, making our community-driven Healthy Village programme

staying at home, maintaining

a good tool for prevention.

social distancing and

Nutrition

handwashing.

There was a significant setback in nutritional practices. The meals consumed by young children were less

Regular face-to-face community education sessions on good

diverse and less frequent. However, there was little impact on breastfeeding practices, a topic emphasized in

hygiene and nutrition practices were not possible during

Max Foundation’s awareness campaigns.

government-imposed lockdowns. We used our call centre,

Sets B and C: nutrition advice

established for data verification and monitoring, for a mobile

Growth monitoring

for pregnant and lactating

phone campaign to combat misinformation and share key

Households experienced reduced access to growth monitoring services (typically offered in community

women, as well as under-five

information on prevention and health.

children.

gatherings) which might have left them less aware of the health status of their children.

Sanitation & Hygiene practices

Set D: information about

There seemed to be increased awareness of hygienic practices. Almost all respondents reported increased

ante- and post-natal check-

handwashing during the pandemic (99%) and improved access to soap and sanitary products.

ups, how to get accurate
Messages were also spread via

Engagement

rikshaw loudspeakers in the villages,

Because Max Foundation invested in a strong local footprint, with a network of households, entrepreneurs,
and local government, we were able to keep working throughout the lockdown.

and by word-of-mouth through
community representatives
(at a distance, of course).

Child Health
There is a high risk of the impacts of COVID-19 exacerbating stunting: directly through reduced food
consumption and indirectly through a shortened timeframe for growth catch-up.
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health information during the
pandemic, and nutrition advice
for pregnant and lactating
women.

“

“The mobile-based awareness campaign has enabled
households to discover the necessity of practice improved
nutritional and hygiene behaviour to reduce the risk of COVID-19
infection. This has ignited them to improved behaviours,
especially handwashing and nutrition for mother and child.
These changes by households and other stakeholders have
accelerated Healthy Village progress: while we planned on
declaring 50 villages as ‘Healthy’, we declared 123 in 2020!
- Kazal Ahidul Islam (Senior Programme Manager)

Impact figures of our
COVID-19 response
Over

1 million

people reached via a campaign on COVID-19 safety, (of which

630,000 people via mobile messaging –direct calls and texts)

400

Health Promotion Agents and Local Entrepreneurs motivated to continue

providing essential WASH, nutrition and health products & services while maintaining
safety protocols
photo of a Maxibasin

Entrepreneurship
during the pandemic
We

negotiated

exemptions

to

the

lockdown

6,600

Courtyard leaders mobilized to disseminate messaging and continue

programme activities

for local

Between April and June, 20,500 MaxiBasins were installed,

entrepreneurs, allowing them to safely sell much-needed

allowing more frequent and safe handwashing. Additionally, we

hygiene products in the hard-to-reach programme areas.

distributed 34,000 bars of soap and detergent powder for free

Through the entrepreneurs, we ensured the provision of public

among very poor households through the entrepreneurs – who

handwashing facilities, as well as soap at public tube wells, so

now supply these goods for sale.

fetching water would remain safe.
We were able to mobilise effectively because we had invested
The demand for MaxiBasins – affordable, easy to assemble

in a good relationship with local authorities and community

in-home handwashing devices designed by Max Foundation –

leaders. Being embedded in the communities where we work,

specifically increased during this time, as encouraged through

has enabled us to reach everyone.

the campaign.
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20,500 handwashing devices bought by the communities

34,000 hygiene kits distributed

99% of people reported an increase in their access to soap
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Our focus
		points
Max Foundation focuses on the result: child health. Our approach is based on evidence
of what works. Long-lasting results are driven by communities and local business.
We engage with others for greater impact.

Child
Health

Our impact on
Child Health
Over

70,000

Over

12,000

We focus on entrepreneurship
and building business, to achieve
community-driven change at scale.

Engagement
& Advocacy

Data
& Evidence

We mobilize a wide array of stakeholders, including government at all
levels, for greater impact.

Learning and adaptation are in our
DNA. To do good better, we need evidence of what works, and then to
apply it!
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1800

Children <5 reached

pregnant women

children under five

Children with improved

in 2020

received ant & postnatal

measured and monitored

height for age (reduced

care in 2020

on growth

stunting)

Building
Business

We tackle child health by integrating
crucial elements for long-lasting
results – healthy children come from
healthy communities!

20,000
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Healthy children come from 		
healthy communities in 2020

Overcoming Stunting
– Hamjala (Bangladesh)

At Max Foundation, we focus on the result - child health - by preventing stunting in children
under five. Stunting (being too short for one’s age) is caused by undernutrition and water-borne
disease.

“Mrs Shamoly, the mother of Hamjala, was very shocked when a

From that point on, Mrs Shamoly attended the educational

Health Promotion Agent came to her house to measure her son’s

courtyard sessions regularly. She learned how to feed her child

height and weight: The growth chart showed that her child was

nutritionally and the importance of good water, sanitation and

severely stunted.

hygiene practices. Nowadays, Hamjala is not classified as being

With a nutritious diet and access to water, hygiene, sanitation

However, we did see that the stunting rate in the 123 officially

stunted anymore: he has reached the green zone on the growth

and essential care, undernutrition and water-borne diseases can

declared Healthy Villages went down (by 6%). This is a bright

chart!”

largely be prevented, and a healthy start for every child can be

spot in a bleak year. We hope that in 2021 and beyond, many

achieved. We emphasize the first 1,000 days of a child’s life,

more villages in the process will become officially Healthy, and

which are crucial to prevent irreversible negative effects on a

that the rest will bounce back with the extra support of our pro-

child’s physical growth, immune system and brain development.

gramme. It is hard to predict, as the COVID-19 crisis is not over
and still having a big impact worldwide and disproportionately

The COVID-19 crisis has had a dramatic impact on household

affecting low-income countries, communities and families.

livelihoods, and increased food and nutrition insecurity. Within
Max Foundation’s programme area in Bangladesh, 75% of the

Overall, the number of households with improved home-based

households have reduced the quantity and frequency of food

nutrition sources increased drastically. Many households turned

intake due to reduced income. For this reason, the downward

to home gardening and keeping hens to meet their families’ food

trend of stunting figures that we saw from 2018 to 2019 did not

needs when household income reduced.

continue in 2020. Stunting increased in the programme area by
12%, and now one out of every two children in the programme

This shows that communities’ investments in WASH, nutrition

area is stunted. Caregivers just could not afford to feed their

and care pay off, even in times of a pandemic. Especially consid-

families a sufficient, diverse diet.

ering the drastic cuts in income and access to nutritional supply
chains faced in Bangladesh, positive steps were made in household resilience.

A child being measured in our programme area

Innovation:
Healthy Village approach
Our evidence-based Healthy Village approach mobilizes the
whole community around child health.

Healthy Village indicators

By raising awareness on healthy and hygienic behaviours through
community sessions, improving access to essential products and

Improved latrines, kept clean

services, ensuring the supply and diversity of food and nutrition,
and consistent child growth monitoring, communities are tack-

Handwashing at 5 critical times

ling undernutrition.
Once key hygiene and nutrition criteria are met, the local gov-

Child health: height & weight monitoring,

ernment officially designates a village to be a ‘Healthy Village’.

no contact with animal faeces

Despite the devastating economic impacts from floods and

Use of sanitary napkins, good menstrual

COVID-19, we encountered that lives within these healthier

hygiene

communities still improved. A significant difference has been
found between Healthy Villages and the villages not yet declared

Pre- and post-natal care

healthy in our programme areas.

Safe drinking water (water safety plan)

Besides declaring 123 Healthy villages in Bangladesh in 2020,
we have launched an innovative five-year (2020-2025) Healthy
Village Programme in Ethiopia!
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Over

350

211,000

140

73%

Local entrepreneurs make
long-lasting impact in 2020
For our programmes to have a lasting effect and be financially sustainable, we focus on building
business with local entrepreneurs.
We do this by training and supporting sanitation entrepreneurs

HPA & Sweepers’ turnover increased; Sanitation

and micro-entrepreneurs, who provide water, sanitation,

entrepreneurs’ turnover decreased.

hygiene, nutrition and care products and services to their

900

communities. They also drive demand via education and product

800

promotion. This way, local entrepreneurs become catalysts for
change who are filling the supply-demand gaps. Even though

entrepreneurs trained

People invested in a

families with piped water

increase in annual turnover

the COVID-19 crisis had an enormous economic impact, the

in 2020

hand-washing device

at home through Max

of the Health Promotion

effect on the entrepreneurs we supported varied. Sanitation

TapWater in

Agents* compared

entrepreneurs, those installing latrines, experienced a slight

2020

to 2019

decline in their annual turnover. The micro-entrepreneurs called

in 2020

‘Health Promotion Agents’ (see ‘innovation’) however, increased
*see the ‘innovation’ section!

HPA

700
Revenue (2018 = 100)

Our impact on
Building Business

600
500

LE

400

Sweeper

300
200

their annual turnover by 73%. The demand for sweepers, those

100

who are in charge of reparation and emptying of existing latrines,

-

was higher, with a small increase in revenue.

2018

2019
Year

Max TapWater, our social water business
spin-off that provides piped water at home
to underserved communities, offers local
entrepreneurs the opportunity to co-invest
in the capital costs of such a grid. The
entrepreneur gets an annual interest on their
investment, while building local ownership.
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2020

Sanitation entrepreneur
Shahera Khatun (Bangladesh)
“Shahera Khatun is a mother of three, who started her own

Last year, when the COVID-19 pandemic started, Shahera’s

sanitation business after following one of Max Foundation’s

business suffered as people could not afford to invest in

trainings. Though sanitation entrepreneurship is most commonly

sanitation. Luckily, business is picking up again: she recently

carried out by men, Shahera’s business has been very successful

even moved to a much bigger venue, where she sells a wider

and fast-growing.

variety of products.”

Innovation:
Health Promotion Agents
Health Promotion Agents are female micro-entrepreneurs

measures. Besides selling their regular products, they also sold

trained by Max Foundation. They promote the use of latrines,

masks and soap making it easier for the local communities to

handwashing basins, menstrual hygiene and family planning

adhere to the COVID-19 protection measures. The positive

products. They also increase nutrition security within local

turnover that most Health Promotion Agents have generated

communities by selling nutrient-rich food products like vitamin

in 2020 indicates they have the skills needed to adapt to the

A-rich vegetables, eggs and micronutrient supplements.

changing local demand. This adaptation is key in order for the
results to be sustainable in the long run.

In 2020, the Health Promotion Agents in our programmes served
as key figures to spread awareness about COVID-19 prevention

18
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Our impact in
Data and Evidence
20,000

Over

123

1500

17%

children have growth

villages declared Healthy

villages are monitored

key indicators are included

regularly measured/

Villages in 2020 (more than

in the *Healthy Village

in the Healthy Village

monitored in 2020

our target: we planned

Tracker in 2020

Tracker* in 2020

Know what works.
To do good better.
Data & Evidence on what works to achieve child health helps us work more effectively. Despite
research on the causes of undernutrition, there are a lot of unknowns on how to most effectively
address it. We combine interventions based on the strongest available evidence to positively
impact children, their families and communities.
We closely track the impact of our programmes, to learn what

In 2020, we used this call centre for mobile phone campaign to

works and ensure we create long-lasting results. We also partner

spread information on COVID-19, nutrition, and hygiene, when

with external evaluators and researchers.

a government ordered lockdown made community sessions
impossible.

Max Foundation has developed a financial management system
called “Max Payment by Results”: we pay partner organisations

50!)

Examples of key performance
indicators:

part of the fee upfront to enable them to get started with their
*see the ‘innovation’ section!

work in the communities. Once the results of this work are

Regular measurement of child growth

cross-checked with our targets, the rest of their fee is paid. A
call centre has been established to verify these results with the

Access to clean water

household directly. This system incentivises the partner NGOs
to deliver high-quality work for long-lasting outcomes, as well as

Understanding key messages on healthy

enabling us to gather valuable impact data efficiently.

behaviour

Local Governments
embracing the Healthy Village Tracker
(Bangladesh)
No initiative or programme for community development can be
sustainable unless the Union Parishad is involved in the process.
The Union Parishad is the lowest and oldest institution of the
Local Government in Bangladesh. We are very happy to see that
the Healthy Village tracker we have developed in 2020, is being
adopted and promoted by the Chairman of the Jainkathi Union
Parishad.
“For achieving a Healthy Village, it is crucial to know the real-time progress of the community and to be aware of the challenges they are facing to achieve their target regarding WASH
and Nutrition. With the Healthy Village Tracker, this data can be
tracked automatically. Based on this data, the Union Parishad
can easily determine what actions need to be performed to improve the health status of the community.”
– Chairman of the Jainkathi Union Parishad.

20
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Innovation:
Healthy Village tracker
The data and the insights that flow from our programmes should be available to our communities and local government so that they can track progress and zoom in on what matters most to
them.
For that reason, Max Foundation Bangladesh has developed a

The tool makes it easy for all stakeholders to see which areas

prototype online Healthy Village Tracker, through which prog-

are performing well and which may need additional support

ress can be tracked. Data gathered from the field and verified by

and resources to become a recognized Healthy Village. The

our call centre feed into a centralised database which is visual-

Our impact on
Engagement &
Advocacy

end goal of the dashboard is to analyse, visualise and com-

ised within the Healthy Village Tracker Dashboard.

municate Max Foundation’s impact in an easy, data-driven and
user-friendly way.

800

Direct contact

60

with over

1

Local Government

municipalities signed

6000

Operational Healthy

officials trained

on the Healthy Village

key community

Village guideline* for local

Process

figures

governments created

*see the ‘innovation’ section!
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Engagement and Scaling:
a new office in Ethiopia

Mobilise everyone.
At all levels.
To build services that last, it is of great importance that commu-

ed by the government and others in Bangladesh, Ethiopia and

“During the summer of 2020, we opened the new Max

nities, governments, development sector partners, civil society

beyond. This will improve the lives of millions more children.

Foundation office situated in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. After official

organisations and the private sector are aligned with each other

That is why our strategy focuses on building partnerships: to-

registration in Ethiopia, the growing team has been very busy

from the start. This way they move from being participants to

gether, we can go farther.

setting up and preparing for the inception phase of the Healthy

owning the process. A crucial step to leave behind more resilient

Programme and received letters of support from the Government
of Ethiopia’s Ministry of Health, Ministry of Agriculture and
Ministry of Water, Irrigation, and Energy. By working together
with partners in the government, a strong foundation is built to

Village Programme.

foster the future steps of the Healthy Village programme.

While 2020 was a challenging year for networking and working

and stronger communities.

with partners, we made good progress with a range of different

Through engagement and discussion with the Government of

Development work often operates in silos, with different pol-

partnerships: We started the Healthy Village programme in Ethi-

Ethiopia we reached an agreement for the implementation of the

icies, data and programme interventions focusing either on

opia, in collaboration with Plan International and four Ethiopian

WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene), nutrition, or care alone.

Ministries, and we were awarded the Right2Grow consortium:

We aim to change that, so decisions are made and funds flow in

initiated by Max Foundation, this consortium will break the sec-

a coordinated way towards the end goal: child health.

tor silos of Water, sanitation, hygiene and nutrition in 6 countries

As a global team we keep on learning from each other and
incorporate new learnings in the programmes we develop!”

and with 6 international partners.
We want integrated approaches like Healthy Village to be adoptFind out more about these programmes on the “our highlights’
page.

Innovation:
Operational Healthy Village guidelines
Together with the National Institute of Local Government, Max

This will make it easier for local government to understand the

Foundation Bangladesh has published an operational guideline

process of the Governance Framework of the Healthy Village

for the Healthy Village programme. This guideline is based on the

Programme, and scale it to other regions.

learnings and good practices of programmes already executed
in 62 Unions in South and Southwest Bangladesh, from 2015

Up-to-date learnings to improve the Healthy Village programme

to date. It is an elaborate document on the rationale behind the

even further will be disseminated to other areas through the

Healthy Village approach, the different implementation phases

Bangladesh government’s Horizontal Learning Program.

and the facilitation of (governmental) stakeholder engagement.
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15 years
of Max Foundation

From a volunteer-run Foundation...

In 2020 Max Foundation turned 15 years old!
What a year to have a milestone like that. Like
most things in 2020, our birthday celebration
did not go quite as expected or hoped. We had
planned a large, content-driven event to mark
the occasion, when the outbreak of COVID-19
nipped that in the bud.

...to a professional organisation...

...working for child health...

Joke and Steven Le Poole began

By 2011 we built 1000 wells, giving over 200,000 people

Our approach to improve Child Health has a strong focus

Max Foundation 15 years ago in

access to clean, safe water. As Willem Alexander, King of the

on stunting

memory of their 8-month old son

Netherlands, said: “You wanted a maximum return on your

Max, who passed away from a

efforts. And return is not an incorrect word. On the contrary.

rare viral disease, to prevent other

Emotion and reason are excellent companions.”

being too short
for one’s age

parents from losing a child

Effective altruism is
about creating the

Nevertheless, we felt it was important to
celebrate 15 years of Max Foundation. We
created an interactive, digital timeline to
share our journey from installing water
pumps in Bangladesh, to developing fully
integrated, multi-year programmes, reaching
over 2.9 million people.

maximum impact for
an investment
We learn and adapt to be more effective. To ensure maximum,
Guided by effective altruism principles,

long-lasting impact on stunting and childhood mortality, we

they began in Bangladesh where child

must also tackle undernutrition and ensure safe motherhood.

death by easily preventable diseases was

Melanie

Schulz,

Dutch

That’s why we developed our signature Healhty Village

high, as was the opportunity to reach

Minister of Infrastructure and

approach - combining WASH with nutrition and sexual and

many people effectively

Environment, visiting a Max

reproductive health

Foundation project in Bangladesh

Healthy children come
from Healthy Villages

Max Foundation received its first
large multi-year funding in 2012,
going professional. Riad Mahmud
was hired as Bangladesh Country
Director and soon set up a team, now
close to 40 people strong

100% of the money received was spent in Bangladesh – at

We evolved from only access

that point all the staff were volunteers. Transparent feedback

to water, to an integrated

to donors has been a core principle from the start

programme
on

changing

focused
behaviour

Max Foundation started with ‘adopt a well’: for €350, anyone

sustainably in Water, Hygiene

Through a 5-step pathway to sustainability, the Healthy

could finance a water well, providing 200 people with safe,

and

Village approach migrates ownership to local stakeholders:

clean, water in Bangladesh – and receiving a personalised

Always together with local

signboard

partners and community

Sanitation

(WASH).

1

2
Ignition phase

Inception phase
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3

4

Migrate ownership
Healthy villages

Graduated villages

5

to local
stakeholders

...and Building Business

...at scale!

Only 5% of people in rural Bangladesh

After 10 years, Max Foundation’s team in

have access to safe water at home.

Bangladesh expanded to nearby Nepal, overseeing

We have set up Max TapWater, a separate

our approach to tackling stunting and childhood

social enterprise in Bangladesh, to bring

mortality there

affordable, safe piped water to the
home, through small grids that serve
70 households, operated by a local
entrepreneur

In 2019 Max Foundation adapted
the

Healthy

Village

approach

from Bangladesh to Ethiopia, and
Manaye Siyoum became the new
Ethiopia Country Director

We invest in data analytics, measuring our
impact.
Our innovative Payment By Results process,
linking incentives to outcomes, has spurred
us to develop means for data verification and
analysis, setting up a call centre to check
Local entrepreneurs are the key to

results with households directly

economic development.
We help them and sales agents provide
their communities with sanitation, hygiene,
nutrition and mother/child health products
and services. This improves supply, while
training on marketing helps drive demand

COVID-19 and its economic impact have made our work even more relevant. In 2020, local
entrepreneurs we support in Bangladesh sold 20,000+ handwashing basins, linked to our hygiene
awareness and COVID-19 prevention campaign. Stunting in Bangladesh is expected to be set back
a decade because people lost income and hunger increased. This means we have work to do:
Healthy children come from healthy, resilient communities
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Our Highlights:
What steps were 			
made in 2020?

Programmes
and partnerships
2020 was a year for building partnerships, with two new programmes: Healthy Village Ethiopia in
cooperation with Plan International and the Ethiopian Government, and the Right2Grow Alliance.
We deliberately sought out new partnerships for impact at scale, as per our 2019 – 2023 strategy.
Healthy Village Ethiopia

Right2Grow

This programme, adapting our successful Healthy Village ap-

In 2020 we were awarded the Right2Grow Alliance: A Strategic

proach from Bangladesh to the Ethiopian context, combines safe

Partnership with the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Civil

water, sanitation and hygiene, with food and nutrition security.

Society Strengthening – Power of Voices), together with

It has been developed together with Plan International Nether-

consortium partners Action Against Hunger, the Centre for

lands and Ethiopia, and in collaboration with the Government of

Economic Governance and Accountability in Africa (CEGAA),

Ethiopia. Healthy Village Ethiopia aims to reduce stunting and

Save the Children, The Hunger Project and World Vision. The

water- and faecal-borne diseases targeting areas with high need,

alliance was initiated by Max Foundation, with the goal to scale

prioritised by the government.

our integrated approach towards undernutrition and stunting.

an incubator set up by Nobel Prize winner professor Mohammed

We focus on the most vulnerable, without sufficient access to

Right2Grow will tackle undernutrition through action on

Yunus, and our team presented at the SDG Financing Workshop

clean water, sanitation and nutritious food. Through learning,

nutrition as well as water, sanitation and hygiene, with a large

organised by 4 UN agencies. We also launched a new, separate

gathering evidence and engagement the Healthy Village Ethiopia

emphasis on empowering community voices, advocacy and

website, maxtapwater.com.

programme is an innovative ‘speedboat’ that supports ongoing

engagement. Right2Grow will collaborate with communities,

and emerging ‘tanker’ programmes, e.g. large-scale government

community-based organisations and civil society organisations

programmes.

in Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Mali, South Sudan and

2020 was unpredictable, and like everyone else we had to adapt to new ways of working. Despite
the success of our COVID-19 response in Bangladesh, we’ve also had press pause on some
activities. Between March and September, we put all hiring on hold, as well as non-programme
investments such as the new website. The pandemic delayed the start of our Healthy Village
Programme in Ethiopia and our social water enterprise, Max TapWater.
Our social water enterprise, Max TapWater
We participated in the YY Goshti Incubator for Social Business,

On top of that, Max TapWater won the prestigious Energy Globe
Award for Sustainability for Bangladesh! It aims to act as a multi-

Uganda from 2021-2025. Max Foundation leads the programme

plier: highlighting and increasing the awareness about the great

Despite COVID-19, in November we received the final approval

initiatives being implemented world-wide.

to begin, and we began hiring for the newly established Ethiopia

in Bangladesh.

Country office!
Photo credit: Plan International Netherlands

Despite 2020’s challenges, we made big steps with our spin-off
social water enterprise, Max TapWater. Max TapWater provides
easy, safe and affordable water to households through piped water grids in Bangladesh. We used our experience and sector best
practices to develop an innovative model for what we aim to be
a self-sustaining business in five years. We have built 27 grids to
date, which are supplying safe water to 1,500 households. Due
to COVID-19 we delayed building new grids, however we used
the time to do an extensive business model validation with external consultants and develop procedures. In 2020 we also began
the search for a CEO to shape the future of the company. We are
very happy that Saiful Islam will start as CEO, in June 2021.
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Media
Grand Challenges Canada highlighted our work on Global Handwashing Day.

Media, publications
and presentations

Director Joke Le Poole was interviewed by the Netherlands Water Platform about Max TapWater, and about
founding an NGO for the Female Founders podcast.

Although the COVID-19 situation meant many events could not take place, there were still plenty
of opportunities to network digitally, partner, and spread awareness about the work we do.

International recognition
Max Foundation was selected as one of the most effective and transparent in the fight against Covid-19 by Kinder
World and Rabobank.
We became a member of the Million Lives Club - a platform for any organisation worldwide that has effectively
impacted a million lives or more with a unique innovation.
Max TapWater won the prestigious Energy Globe Award for Sustainability for Bangladesh

Business development and partnerships director Kate Pearson was interviewed in a series of podcasts for IRC’s
WASH Systems Academy Fundraising for WASH course.

Conclusions
and what’s next
COVID-19 had an indelible mark on 2020, not only on health but

Our relationships with local stakeholders has proven to be very

bringing devastating economic and social impacts. This amplified

important in times of crisis, and for supporting entrepreneurs to

existing challenges, especially for mothers and young children in

sell products that help maintain healthy habits. In our programme

vulnerable and underserved communities. We must find ways to

areas, we saw a clear increase in handwashing and hygiene-

help families and communities mitigate the negative effects of

habits.

COVID-19 and bounce back, and our Healthy Village approach
seems to help.

In 2021, we will continue to make decisions based on data, to
identify bottlenecks, and act accordingly. We are excited to see

Government collaboration

Despite the crisis, we are cautiously optimistic. While we

how the next phase of our Healthy Village approach will take

experienced an overall setback in stunting reduction (worldwide

shape, wrapping up our flag ship programme in Bangladesh and

and in our programme areas) in 2020, stunting still decreased

transitioning to more entrepreneur-led approaches, rolling out

by 6% in children under 5 in our 123 Healthy Villages. This is

Healthy Village in Ethiopia, and joining forces with others for

encouraging, as it is double the national average in Bangladesh

even greater impact.

in normal years.

In collaboration with the National Institute of Local Government, Max Foundation Bangladesh has published an
operational guideline for the Healthy Village programme.
We jointly developed the ‘Climate Resilient WASH Guidelines for Municipalities’ for the Department of Public
Health and Engineering in Bangladesh (DPHE). In these guidelines, the Max Foundation clustered piped water
approach was added as best practice. The department acknowledged Max Foundation for its approach.

Max Tapwater
joined the YY Goshti Incubator for Social Business, set up by Nobel Prize winner professor Mohammed Yunus.
presented at an SDG Financing Workshop organised by 4 UN agencies.
Bangladesh Country Director Riad Mahmud was interviewed for NextBlue, about Max TapWater and the Delta
Plan in Bangladesh.
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