Guyana’s Flood Leaves Children Lasting Lessons
“Me mother didn’t want us to get sick and go to the hospital because from the hospital is to the tomb and I didn’t want that to happen to me because I am frighten of deadin,” says Tamika James in recounting her experience during Guyana’s devastating floods in January and February 2005.
Eight-year old Tamika, who attends F.E. Pollard Primary School in Kitty, Georgetown is one of thousands of Guyana’s children whose approach to cleanliness will often times be guided by the compass of do’s-n-don’ts cultivated in their impressionable minds during the flood.

What at first appeared to be just another heavy downpour and a little water in yards turned out to be days of unprecedented torrential rainfall, putting most of the densely populated low-lying coastline under several feet of water.
For the first time in about 100 years, Guyana was confronted with its worse natural disaster in which at least half of its 745,000 people not only faced massive shortages of food and potable water but sickness and death stared them in their faces for more than 60 days.
Authorities warned that the potable water supply network was contaminated with flood water that had turned streets into streams, where make-shift boats made of old refrigerators and discarded vehicle roofs replaced walking, driving or riding as the routine means of transportation.
Unable to run off the six feet below sea level coast partly due to a clogged and dilapidated drainage network, the water became polluted by overflowing sewage and pit latrines, animal farms, dead animals, domestic and commercial waste, and bacteria  spread by rodents and other animals.
It was not just about skin rashes or dreaded water-borne diseases like typhoid, gastro-enteritis or leptospirosis, which alone accounted for more than 25 deaths but the flood took also took a heavy psychological toll on many children.
Many schools in the city and on the East Coast of Demerara were closed as classrooms were under water in some cases, and in others the school buildings were used as shelters.

“I felt very unhappy and very bored because I didn’t have anything to do,” says Michael Sumner, with a sad look on his face, adding that he and his household had to move to their grandmother because the water was smelly.
“The school yard was flooded and in the classroom, the water was black and stink and we had to come everyday to wash it out,” says Kateri Joseph, a teacher at Graham’s Hall Primary School.
Almost immediately after the flood, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the Ministry of Education joined hands to clean many flooded schools and create a pool of knowledge among residents in communities, ensuring that children return to a safe, clean and healthy environment.

This partnership that took advantage of closely knit ties among teachers, children, parents and communities to help rid  the society of the scum, debris and dangerous bacteria which lurked in unsuspecting places.

The flood had long gone and children had already settled back into their classrooms but scores of them were equipped with basic sanitation and hygiene skills during natural disasters, when they attended workshops in August 2005 under the umbrella of the Water and Environmental Sanitation (WES) Programme.
Judging from what they had seen during the flood, UNICEF and the Education Ministry succeeded in getting children, parents and teachers to spread the word about good environmental habits into communities.
Among the techniques they have taken back to their homes and communities are testing water- whether from rain, tap or trench- by leaving it in the sunlight in plastic bottle for several hours, boiling water before using, and disinfecting surroundings.
“Everything is Miss (teacher) say this…everything is Miss say, Miss say… They bring home a straight message,” proudly remembers, Patricia Edwards, a parent of a child attending F.E. Pollard Primary School.
“The information was very good and I tried to do everything that they told me,” adds another parent, “ Lorraine Hodge.
“The workshop was very interesting because it learnt us a lot about it and you could relate to other people,” says Sunita Persaud, a parent of a child attending Graham’s Hall Primary School, who says she was able to pass on information to other people in her district.
Sunita praises the WES workshop for telling her how to prepare for a disaster in 24 hours, protecting important documents and using safe hygiene and other practices when housed in an emergency shelter.
Teacher Kateri observes that since the WES workshop, children have been washing their hands before eating and litter-bugs are few, reducing the chances of drains again clogging up.
“It comes down to some very simple but important points about personal hygiene and the environment,” she says.

ENDS/dc/2005

