
There are two main types of springs

Gravity springs occur where groundwater emerges at the 
surface because an impervious layer prevents it seeping 
downwards. This type usually occurs on sloping ground 
and its flow changes with variations in the height of the 
water table.

Artesian springs occur where groundwater emerges at 
the surface after confinement between two impervious 
layers of rock. The flow is very nearly constant.

Selecting a spring

• Consult local people, who will know where the 
springs are in the area. They will also be able to 
tell you which ones stop flowing during the dry 
season. The best time to measure the flow is in 
the dry season.

• Ask the villagers if the flow is ever greater than 
when you measure it. If the maximum flow is 
greater than 10 litres/second, a simple spring 
box will not be strong enough.

• Investigate around the source to make sure the 
'spring' is not really a stream which has gone 
underground and is re-emerging.

• If the spring is to be connected to a piped water 
system, it should be well above the village 
and as inaccessible as possible to minimize 
pollution by children and live stock.

• If people are to collect water directly from the 
spring it should still be on higher ground than 
the village it serves, but as nearby as possible.

• Intakes should not be built on swampy ground.

• Intakes should be located where they will not 
be threatened by land erosion or flood waters or 
where the water will cause erosion.

• Try to incorporate other facilities requested by 
villagers, eg. for washing clothes or watering 
animals.

You will also need the following information:

• Check whether the water looks clear

• The flow of the spring (litres/second)

• Possible sources of contamination

• Details of water rights in the area
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Each spring is, of course, a special case, but building an intake box is one method of 
protecting a spring from contamination.
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Many thanks to Vanessa Tobin and Sandy Cairncross of the Department of Tropical Hygiene at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.
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