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Buffor, Somalia, May 2004 - In some of the most dry and desolate landscapes in rural and urban areas of Somalia, UNICEF through innovative partnerships with local communities and partners has implemented projects that are providing clean drinking water to children, women, families and livestock.

To ensure that water reaches intended beneficiaries in Somalia, which has had no central government for more than a decade, is a major challenge. The collapse of the central government led to collapse of water management institutions, destruction and looting of water equipment and supply systems and left the most vulnerable people without access to clean drinking water. 

UNICEF has spearheaded revival of water supply systems and implementation of new ones. Among such projects is one in the village of Buffor, some 10 km from Merka, a large coastal town in Southern Somalia situated on the highway to Mogadishu.  

In February 2000, 80-year-old Qairo Maalim Mahmoud Qairo made a passionate appeal for clean and safe drinking water during a meeting between villagers and UNICEF staff to discuss the water crises in Buffor village. Her plea brought home forcefully the dire situation facing the village and Buffor village was selected as a beneficiary of a UNICEF water supply project.  Today, the village has a lot to be thankful to both UNICEF and the Dutch National Committee for UNICEF, which provided the financial assistance to implement the project.

The result of having water easily accessible to her village when it came was a humbling experience to Qairo. Seeing her life's dream come true, frail, but with her voice booming authoritatively, she had this to say: ''UNICEF has scored a goal. This is the greatest thing to happen to us.''

Today, the project is one of the many examples in Somalia of UNICEF, National Committees for UNICEF (Natcoms) and UNICEF partners working together with communities to improve the lives of children and women Somalia. The project was implemented by the Co-ordination Committee of the Organization of Voluntary Service (COSV), an international NGO.

Buffor is typical of the places that UNICEF implements projects in rural Somalia. It is hot and dry, with temperatures rising over 30 degrees centigrade. When the temperatures are highest, only limited movement is possible. The soils are sandy, and the vegetation is scrub. 

The residents of Buffor village are very enthusiastic about the water project. For them, the search for water defined how and where they lived. For years, women and children from the village would wake up in the morning and begin the long trek to the nearest watering point, mainly water catchments. They would return home in the evening, heavily laden with containers. They would have no time for themselves or their children. The scarcity and poor quality of the water meant that they and their children could not bathe. Utensils were not washed - a potential health hazard.  Clothes were washed in the same water being fetched for drinking and cooking. 

For years, they shared drinking water in the water catchment areas with animals. When the catchment areas dried up, they had to use irrigation channels from the River Shabelle. When these canals dried up especially during the months of January to April, they were forced to trek 20 to 30 km to the nearest shallow wells. These shallow wells are normally heavily crowded with human beings and animals, and are potential breeding grounds for disease. The water is brackish and contaminated. 

 ''We had to drink this water,'' says Qairo,  '' that is why we were always sick.'' But UNICEF with the support of the Dutch National Committee changed all that. Now children splash themselves with running water, savouring  the new experience.  

Like in other similar projects implemented by UNICEF, a village water management committee oversees the management of the water system. The villagers pay the committee for the water they fetch and the committee in collaboration with UNICEF and its partners determines the cost.  The cost is however kept at minimal to ensure that no households go without water because they are poor. Larger charges are levied on livestock owners as well as those fetching water for sale. UNICEF's intention is to make sure that the project is owned and managed by the community to ensure sustainability.

As part of its mandate, since the onset of the civil war, UNICEF has supported implementation of both urban and rural water projects most of which are still operational. In 2003 alone, five major urban water systems implemented by UNICEF were completed. The projects were the culmination of three years work. The projects are in Garowe, Gardo and Galkayo in Northeast Somalia (Puntland) and Borama and Gabiley in Northwest Somalia (Somaliland).  Alone in 2003, these projects benefited about 300,000 new beneficiaries whereas about 150,000 more people benefited from rural water supply projects throughout Somalia, meaning an addition 450,000 people accessed clean water through UNICEF's efforts, a huge gain over the 150,000 new beneficiaries in 2002. Project implementation and management of the five urban water supply systems was with community and private sector involvement. 

In addition, UNICEF in 2003 created, restored or upgraded 134 water points of various types. 

Personal hygiene and sanitation practices were improved in over 80 percent of the supported

communities. Among the achievements in 2003 also, was the rehabilitation of 30 bore wells with mini water systems in rural areas and the protection and rehabilitation of 99 hand-dug wells.

A UNICEF survey in the year 2000 showed a decrease in water related sicknesses and improvements in water handling practices at household level. Many households have therefore been able to save money, which used to be spent on medicine. This has been as a result of the new projects. The private water management companies that are managing the large urban water projects have within a short period contributed to social and economic development of their communities. They have created employment for semiskilled and skilled youth. Water kiosks have been constructed in the poorer sectors of the town thus, providing the poorer communities with clean water at an affordable rate. The projects have involved people of all walks in life: Technical experts, engineers, managers, contractors, NGOs and UNICEF and more importantly, local authorities and communities who have played a crucial role in their implementation. 

The Golden Utilities Management Company that manages the Bossaso water project has with its own investment developed two new bore wells and has successfully connected more than 1100 households including more than 25 kilometers of pipe distribution. The Farjano Water Company that was the pioneer company in the public private sector partnerships that UNICEF has developed in Somalia currently manages the Jowhar Water Project in Central Somalia. With proceeds from the project, the company supports a local primary school, youth and sports initiatives. 

The Jowhar Water System was implemented by the German Technical Cooperation Agency (GTZ) between 1982 and 1983. Unfortunately it was vandalized after the collapse of the Somali state in 1991.  The EU through UNICEF financed rehabilitation of the system and on 16 August, 1997, Farjano Company took over two bore-wells with two generators and two pumps that yield enough safe water for the sections of Jowhar town. Two elevated water tanks and 15 water kiosks were also handed over to the company. Since then, Jowhar town, which has a population of about 30,000 to 35,000, has had most of the residents served by the project. 

The project has had great impact: Jowhar used to be one of the places that used to have big cholera outbreaks, since the project's inception, cholera has virtually disappeared, besides children, women and families now have access to cleaner water. 

Says Douglas Booth, UNICEF Somalia Water and Environmental Sanitation Officer: ''UNICEF is the major actor in the implementation of water and sanitation programmes in all Somalia. In both rural and urban areas, it has been seeking a sustainable solution in the provision of drinking water and sanitation. In future interventions to the highly populated areas, we envisage that this public-private partnership approach will be more practical and sustainable.''








