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RESPONDING TO WATER DISASTER IN HARAR
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HARAR, Ethiopia -- The long, ribbon-like lines of bright yellow jerry-cans wind along the sidewalks and open fields of Harar ending at the water tankers that have become a lifeline for the town's residents. 
Natnael Goshu sits atop the two 20-litre containers that he and his mother have hauled to the football field in front of St. Michael's Church in Harar. On the far side, a water tanker, operated by the Harari Regional Water Bureau with support from UNICEF, delivers clean water to residents of the beleaguered medieval town. 

"I am here with my mother to collect water," said eight-year old Natnael. "We used to have water inside our home, but then, a few weeks ago, all the water dried up. Now, getting water is a problem for us."

On 11 February 2004 the water-supply system in Harar came to a complete stop. The abrupt halt, however, was not unexpected. There had been a steady decline over the past decade in both the quality and quantity of water being delivered to the residents of the over 1,000 year-old historic walled-town, one of Ethiopia's world heritage sites with its five gates and 99 mosques. Lake Alemaya, the town's principal source of water since 1960, lies exhausted, no longer able to supply the pipes with even ration levels. The Alemaya water treatment facility was originally designed to serve a population of 70,000. By the time it broke down, the facility was catering to 160,000 people and had outlived its intended lifespan by ten years.  

Annual deposits of close to 8,000 metric tons of silt have compounded the problem reducing the lake's water capacity by approximately 7,500 cubic meters per year. Unregulated irrigation, with farmers pumping water to reach fields up to 12 kilometres away, has depleted already strained resources even further. The fresh-water lake that once provided recreation for swimmers, boaters and fishermen, slowly choked as chemical fertilizer and pesticide run-off from the fields growing chat (khat), a mildly narcotic plant that is a major cash crop in eastern Ethiopia, poisoned the lake's diminishing ecosystem. Meanwhile, the strained treatment facility pumped increasingly polluted water into the homes of the residents of Harar.

"We have always had water problems here," says Natnael's mother, Meskerem Bogale. "Every year there is a crisis.  But this year is the worst.  

"Two months ago the water that came out of our taps reeked, and we complained about the poor quality, but at least we could boil and drink it, and use it to wash dishes and clothes. Today, the taps are bone-dry, and we have to queue up for hours to get enough water to keep alive."

Responding to the acute water shortage in Harar and the request for assistance from the Harari Regional President, UNICEF reprogrammed water and sanitation financial assistance to the Harari Regional Water Bureau for the emergency. Five water tankers began intense operations on 23 February, transporting water to the town dwellers from distant available sources. This emergency operation is scheduled to continue for four months, which is the anticipated period of critical need. UNICEF will also supply five de-watering pumps and 33 emergency water storage tanks for use in schools and the town sub-district offices. A more long-term, sustainable water source, already identified in a neighbouring region 76 kilometres from Harar, has been identified. 
"When the town water supply cut off, it brought on numerous problems, particularly for schools and hospitals," said Teweleda Abdosh Ahmed, General Manager of the Harar Water Supply and Sewerage Service Authority. "We were frantic for the first few days. You would see students walking with their satchels in one hand and a jerry-can in the other. Civil servants would check into their office in the morning and leave immediately in search of water. We were especially worried about sanitation problems around the hospitals. If we had not received emergency assistance in time it would have resulted in chaos and possibly even the evacuation of the town.

"UNICEF was at the forefront among those who responded to our call for help, assisting us to avert chaos and epidemics. Since 2002, 14 pilot projects to increase our emergency response capacity have been financed by UNICEF. UNICEF has also been supporting our efforts to rehabilitate the Alemaya treatment plant, in particular by repairing the rapid sand filter which is essential for purifying the water, as well as providing electromechanical repairs and systems. And then, when everything broke down, UNICEF was among the first to come to our aid."

The frenetic scenes of a town with more than 100,000 residents searching for any kind of water to drink slowly disappeared as water tankers donated by UNICEF and other organisations established collection points throughout the town. 
"Before the tankers came we were facing major problems," says Meskerem. "The children were not clean, and we had to send them to school wearing dirty clothes. We had problems cooking, and we were forced to drink water from questionable sources. The children got sick and had to stay home from school.

"We have no choice but to come here at 7 a.m. and line-up to get water, but that, too, has its problems.  There is no one at home to prepare breakfast for the children, so they go to school hungry. I spend half the day here with Natnael, who is in the afternoon shift. As soon as we get our water, I rush home to fix his lunch, but this is not working well.  He has been late for school for over a month now, which is not good. But he is not the only one - many of the students come late, and even the teachers because we are all facing the same problem. Nobody has water, and until a solution is found we will have to continue living like this."
The picturesque lake that nurtured numerous bird and wildlife species is fast fading away. In its heyday Lake Alemaya boasted a depth of between 10 and 12 meters. Today the lake is barely 10 centimetres deep. Islands emerge where the surface has given up the battle to keep the lake-floor covered.  Where it is not dry, the deceptive glimmer on the surface belies the thin layer of murky water beneath.  

Eighteen-year-olds Shito Abdela and Iftu Bule have been heading down to the waters edge to collect water for their family ever since they can remember. "I am not afraid, because I trust in God,” Iftu said. “But this lake has changed a lot. We used to have to take a boat to cross over to the other side. Now we can walk across without getting our knees wet. I don't know what will happen tomorrow, but I am sure we will survive."
Coverage levels for water and sanitation in Ethiopia are among the lowest in the world.  According to official figures, 31 per cent of households have access to safe water, and 18 per cent of households have access to sanitation facilities. Access to safe water is defined as 20 litres per person per day within a distance of 1-2 kilometres. The effective coverage is even lower, as 30-60 per cent of existing water schemes are not functioning and many constructed latrines are not in use.  Furthermore, there are considerable gaps between rural and urban coverage levels.

UNICEF aims at assisting the Government of Ethiopia to increase the water coverage from 31 to 40 per cent by 2006. UNICEF's contribution will be the construction of new water supply schemes and rehabilitation of old systems. Furthermore, in the same period UNICEF will contribute to increasing the sanitation coverage from 17 per cent to 30 per cent, by supporting families to adopt a sanitary lifestyle and assisting them in the construction of household latrines, community latrines and school latrines.

During times of emergency and disaster, UNICEF takes a lead role in addressing the water and sanitation needs of women and children, who are often the most vulnerable to the risks of dirty water. In 2003, of the 15 million Ethiopians affected by severe drought, an estimated 4.2 million faced an acute lack of water and required emergency assistance. UNICEF's water and sanitation emergency intervention included water tankering, rehabilitation of over 600 water schemes and the construction of 300 new water points reaching 1.9 million people in the six most affected regions.
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