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The development of countries 
in the Southern African 
Development Community 

(SADC) region is highly dependent on 
the availability of adequate and reliable 
water resources; as a result, water 
resources influence major aspects 
of the region’s social and economic 
development. In the SADC region, 

the use of groundwater is gradually increasing as surface 
water resources are either already allocated or depleted.  This 
obviously means that the dependence on groundwater will 
continue to increase in both rural and urban areas of the region 
as climate change, water depletion, and contamination from 
human activities continues to affect the availability of usable 
surface water resources.

At least 70 per cent of the 250 million people in the SADC region 
rely on groundwater as their sole source of water for drinking, 
domestic use, livestock and irrigation, yet there is little knowledge 
and appreciation of its potential role to contribute to socio-
economic development and poverty alleviation.

Because groundwater is unseen it is commonly misunderstood and 
this presents different challenges for quantifying and managing 
groundwater in comparison with surface water resources.

In our continued efforts to promote integrated water resources 
management in the region, we [SADC] have established initiatives 
to improve awareness and participation by policy and decision 
makers, the media and managers of both ground and surface 
water resources in implementing the integrated water resources 
management concept.

This publication, Telling Southern Africa’s Ground and Surface 
Water Stories is one of such initiatives. By highlighting some of the 
integrated water resources management issues being experienced 
in the region with the hope of enhancing conjunctive use of ground 
and surface water in the water management processes, this 
publication raises the profile of groundwater, its importance and 
the role it plays in the socio-economic development in the eyes of 
policy and decision makers, parliamentarians, the media and the 
general public.

Unlike the rivers, lakes and reservoirs, where drying-up or pollution 
rapidly becomes obvious and is reported in the news media, the 
depletion of groundwater or degradation due to contamination can 
proceed unnoticed. The invisible nature of groundwater makes 
it less understood and the services it produces are often poorly 
understood.

I highly recommend this publication as a resource to the media, 
policy and decision makers, parliamentarians, and all those 
involved in planning and managing of both ground and surface 
water resources in the region.

Phera Ramoeli
Head of the Water Division - SADC Secretariat
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By Letuka Mahe

MASERU, (IPS) - Mmankosana 
Letsoela has been queuing 
since 5am to collect water. You 

would think that arriving so early at the 
bore-hole water pump; she would be 
the first in line.

But she was not. There were many 
women ahead of her. Around the 
nearby village bore-hole pump, a group 
of young women sit patiently alongside 
the snaking queue of their 30 empty 
20-litre plastic drums. The drums hold 
the place for the women, while they sit 
by the side, waiting their turn. 

At the pump a woman is busy pumping 
the flowing water into one of her many 
drums. 

Letsoela has been here since early 
morning. But it is only at 7am, two hours 
after her arrival, that she has managed 
to fill her two drums with water. But this 
is a daily routine for her. 

“This is what we do every day, and we 
have learnt to get used to it,” she says 
with a shrug, as if she does not care 
anymore. 

Letsoela is one of the many members 
of the community at Sekamaneng 
village, some 13 kilometres north 
of Maseru town, who knows little or 
nothing about what to expect from 
the Lesotho Lowlands Water Supply 
Scheme (LLWSS). She fends for 
herself by selling bread in town. She 
has to wake at 2am almost every 
morning to bake her bread - the dough 
of which she prepares on the previous 
evening. 

“With this water, I am going to bake my 
bread, cook evening meals, and wash 
myself and my child in the morning 
before I go to work,” she says with a 
disapproving gesture – indicating that 
the two drums of water is not nearly 
enough for all her chores. 

She further points out that collecting 
water in the mornings is more convenient 
than in the evenings as the students 
from the village crowd around the pump 
after their studies to collect water. 

The Lesotho Highlands Water Project 
(LHWP) is reportedly raising millions of 
dollars each month and raising much 
needed revenue for this relatively poor 
country through the sale of water to 
neighbouring countries. 

But in spite of the international aid 
efforts to ensure the easy access of 
clean water for all, there are still many 
rural and urban poor, like Letsoela, 
who do not know when exactly she will 
have a tap with running water, and a 
toilet in her home. 

“All I know is that Lesotho receives a 
lot of money from the project (LHWP), 
and that there is the Metolong Dam 
project which will make water easily 
accessible to us in the future, but 
when?” she asks, perplexed. 

Maseru and other lowland districts 
of Lesotho suffer serious water 
shortages, and in a bid to address 
this, the LLWSS has embarked on 
building the Metolong dam along the 
Phuthiatsana river on the outskirts of 
the city. 

Metolong dam is expected to provide 
access to clean water to more than one 
million people by the year 2020. The 
dam will be 73 metres high and have 
a 210 metres crescent length and is 
intended to supply water for domestic 
and industrial use in Maseru and the 
neighbouring towns of Teyateyaneng, 
Roma, Mazenod and Morija. It will cost 
over 130 million dollars. 

The completed dam will directly support 
government’s efforts to improve the 
existing supply of water and give 
running water to areas without, both in 
Maseru and other fast-growing urban 
centres. 

By 2012 water supply is expected to 
reach 90 percent of Maseru. Sanitation 
coverage is expected to increase 
from current low levels of 15 percent 
in Maseru and 6 percent in the other 
urban centres to 20 percent and 10 
percent respectively. 

According to the World Health 
Organisation standards, an average 
person should be able to access a 
minimum of 20 litres of water per day 
within a one kilometer radius. While 
many may argue that the problem 
that causes poor accessibility to water 
is lack of water, some experts think 
differently. 

“It is not lack of (water) that is the 
problem, but lack of technological 
know-how to bring these resources 
much closer to the people,” says 
Barbara Lopi, Communications 
Specialist from SADC Groundwater 
and Drought Management Project. 

Water is Lesotho’s largest single 
source of foreign exchange. The 
country, deemed one of the poorest 
in the world, earns almost 30 million 
dollars in annual royalties from South 
Africa - roughly 75 percent of its 
national budget. 

But in the meantime, people like 
Letsoela still do not have access to 
water, and they cannot understand 
why. “I am still waiting to see what the 
Metolong project will bring us, even 
though I think we will not reap the 
fruits of the project in the near future,” 
Letsoela laments. (END/2009)
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By Vusumuzi Sifile

SHAMVA, Zimbabwe, (IPS) - Twenty 
years ago, Isaac Chidavaenzi 
would worry when his neighbours 

set up vegetable gardens on river banks, 
trying to get closer to water sources. The 
number of gardens on the rivers’ banks 
has now decreased, but Chidavaenzi is 
even more worried.

“Vegetable gardens are no longer on 
the river banks as they used to be, they 
are now right inside the riverbed,” says 
Chidavaenzi. “River systems have been 
greatly disrupted. Now it’s all dry, and all 
the forests are gone. Rivers and streams 
are literally dying as humans scratch 
everywhere for sustenance.” 

Fifty years ago, five natural regions were 
mapped out in Zimbabwe, identifying 
differing levels of rainfall. Chidavaenzi’s 
district falls in Region 2, which receives 
between 700 and 1000 mm of rainfall 
each year and is considered ideal for 
intensive farming. This made the area 
one of the best for the production of 
flue-cured tobacco, maize, cotton, sugar 
beans and coffee, relying on rainwater, 
with supplementary irrigation used only 
for winter wheat. 

But as climate change takes its toll, rainfall 
patterns have changed drastically in the 

area, triggering the slow creep of farms 
into the very river beds. Worse, as the 
district’s population has expanded over 
the years, he says, people have moved 
into former protected areas. In addition to 
clearing the area for farming, they also 
cut down many trees to get wood for 
building new huts. Combined with general 
changes in weather patterns, this has led 
to local watercourses drying up. 

But the area has not been reclassified, 
much to Chidavaenzi’s chagrin. And 
because the region Shamva lies in 
remains ranked as being very good 
for agriculture, the assumption in 
government and among donors is that 
people there do not need much support. 
Preference is given to Regions 4 and 5, 
which receive little and erratic rainfall. 

“The season is now shorter and 
precipitation volumes have decreased, 
compared to the time were classified 
as Region 2A. But despite all these 
changes, no-one has reclassified the 
area,” added Chidavaenzi. 

To solve the problem, Chidavaenzi 
established Chengaose Foundation 
Trust, a non-governmental organisation 
that is spearheading the restoration of 
small-scale agriculture in Shamva by 
drilling boreholes and sinking wells for 
villagers. 

“My approach has been to drill boreholes 
at homesteads. We have so far drilled 
four boreholes and deepened two wells,” 
he said. 

Chengaose was registered in November 
2008. The organisation started mobilising 
funds in January, but only started the 
borehole project in September after 
receiving a $50,000 grant from the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF). 

Constructing boreholes at homesteads, 
Chidavaenzi says, will help revive 
agriculture in the area, which used 
to be among the most productive in 
Zimbabwe. This will go a long way to 
reduce the growing reliance on food aid 
in the area. Where a borehole is drilled, 
the foundation adopts one hectare of 
land which the farmer is assisted to 
intensively put it under crop production. 

When the farmer starts making profit, 
part of his or her earnings would be used 
for a revolving fund to construct more 
boreholes. 

“One of the saddest things I have 
experienced is to see people I know to 
be good farmers queuing for food aid. At 
some point I saw old women fighting over 
a small bottle of cooking oil, which was 
being distributed by a non-governmental 
organisation. This kind of food aid is 
actually taking away people’s dignity. 
I thought what is needed to give these 
people food security is to ensure they 
have water,” said Chidavaenzi. 

Through the programme, Chidavaenzi 
is killing two birds with one stone. He is 
also using water to heal the rifts caused 
by political violence last year. 

In 2008, Shamva was greatly affected by 
political violence especially in the run-
up to the presidential run off election. 
Some villagers were maimed, injured 
and displaced by their own neighbours. 
Following the constitution of an inclusive 
government by former political rivals, 
Chidavaenzi believes his programme 
can also play a role in national healing. 

“What we have done is group the 
villagers into farmers’ clubs. We don’t 
care which political party you belong 
to. I believe that when people are busy 
with constructive development, they do 
not have time to waste on unproductive 
things,” he added. 

The organisation’s name Chengaose 
means “gather all seeds”. 

“The aim is to ensure that all members of 
the community take part in sustainable 
development without any discrimination. 
We gather everyone together, 
regardless of political affiliation. For 
us what matters is the sustainability of 
the development we are carrying out,” 
added Chidavaenzi. 

And according to one of the beneficiaries, 
septuagenarian Simon Musiiwa, this is 
working. “We are more united than we 
have ever been,” said Musiiwa. “Everyone 
is so committed to the development of 
our area.”  (END/2009)
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S o u t h e r n  a f r i c a

lack of clean groundwater 
a health threat

By Ignatius Banda

BULAWAYO, (IPS) - As the rainy 
season approaches, and sewage 
from pit latrines seep further into the 

Zimbabwe’s groundwater, Irene Ngubeni 
will be at risk as the country faces another 
possible cholera outbreak.
Even now, just before the rains have 
started falling Ngubeni is ill. She has 
travelled the 170 kilometres from 
her village in Matebeleland North to 
Bulawayo for treatment after drinking 
contaminated groundwater. 
The stomach cramps that plague her, 
she believes, are a result of drinking 
unclean groundwater. She suspects that 
even though the water she drank comes 
from the village borehole, it could have 
been contaminated. 
“We do have a borehole in our village, 
but people always talk about the water 
being unsafe to drink,” Ngubeni said, who 
comes from Lupane, in Matebeleland 
North. 
“Villagers still use open spaces as 
latrines and yes there is a possibility that 
waste has found its way into our drinking 
water,” she said. 
But this is a reality she said she lives with 
everyday. 
And this rainy season the country is at risk 
for another cholera outbreak, according 
to humanitarian agencies. Last year the 
waterborne disease claimed over 4,000 
lives. 
According to experts there are still millions 
of people living in rural Zimbabwe with 
no access to clean water and who are 
susceptible to waterborne diseases. 
In this situation, however, Zimbabwe is 
not alone. Contaminated groundwater 
is a problem faced by many countries in 
southern Africa. 
Only a few Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) countries are 
monitoring and properly managing 
groundwater, exposing millions of people 
living in rural areas with no access to 
clean water to waterborne diseases, 
experts say. 

Up to 70 percent of Zimbabwe’s rural 
population and 90 percent in Swaziland 
rely on groundwater. But in the absence 
of proper monitoring of this vital resource, 
fecal matter from latrines that lie too 
close to boreholes has polluted people’s 
drinking water. 

In some SADC areas groundwater is 
the only reliable water source with up 
70 percent of the people and another 
60 percent of the region’s poor rural 
communities using groundwater as their 
primary water source. 

However, experts agree that with 
proper monitoring and mechanisms, the 
contamination of the groundwater can be 
avoided and at the same time save lives. 

These reports come at a time when some 
humanitarian agencies, including the 
International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent, say Zimbabwe faces 
another possible cholera outbreak as the 
rainy season approaches. 

Access to clean water remains a problem 
that affects even urban populations 
across SADC as governments fail to 
replace poor infrastructure. 

Burst sewers across Africa’s major cities 
has resulted in sewage seeping into 
water supplies meant for household use 
and further exposing urban populations 
to disease. 

These concerns come at a time when 
access to clean water remains a big 
issue with some humanitarian agencies 
saying many countries in sub-Sahara 
Africa will miss by a huge margin the 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 
that seeks to provide clean water for all 
by year 2015.  

According to the 2008 WHO/UNICEF 
Joint Monitoring Report, less than 50 
percent people in the SADC region have 
access to adequate sanitation, and rural 
communities are the hardest hit, making 
them extremely vulnerable to diseases 
such as cholera. 

Early next year, SADC will set up the 
Groundwater Management Institute as 
part of efforts to respond to challenges 
presented by groundwater management 
in the region. 

And the meantime Ngubeni and people in 
her village will have to be cautious about 
protecting their water supply. Currently, 
Ngubeni admits, they only become 
concerned when someone takes ill. “It 
is when someone complains of stomach 
pains and diarrhoea that people start 
speculating about the cause because we 
do not boil the water.”  (END/2009)G

eo
rg

e 
M

w
ita

 /I
PS

5



By Mantoe Phakathi

PSITSATSAWENI, Swaziland, 
(IPS) - It is break time. A handful 
of pupils of Sitsatsaweni Primary 

School are crowded around a 25-litre 
bucket to wash their hands before 
tucking into a meal of samp and 
beans.

Only nine months ago, washing their 
hands in copious amounts of water 
was a luxury the school’s 800 pupils 
could only dream of. 

Thanks to a solar-powered water 
system that pumps about 8,000 litres 
a day from a borehole, their school 
now enjoys access to clean water 
and improved sanitation. The 20,000 
dollar project, funded by the Swaziland 
Nazarene Health Institutions, also 
supplies the nearby clinic and high 
school. 

Zodwa Nxumalo, the deputy 
headteacher, recalls that lessons used 
to be suspended while pupils travelled 
as far as two kilometres in search of 
water for the school kitchen. 

“The water from the streams was dirty, 
but there was nothing we could do 
because that was the only option we 
had,” said Nxumalo. 

Waterborne diseases such as 
diarrhoea were the order of the day, 
because the children were drinking 
contaminated water both at school and 
home. The high turnover of teachers 
and nurses was mainly attributed to 
the lack of water in the area. 

But now all that is in the past. 

David Tembe is chairperson of 
Sitsatsaweni’s community water 
committee, which manages water 
issues in the area. He also oversees 
the water project at the school, which 
he feels is the most effective water 
system the community has ever seen. 

S W a Z i l a n d

SuNShiNE BriNgS 
ThE gifT of WaTEr

“Unlike the electric pump, the solar-
based pump is almost free to run 
because a solar panel draws energy 
from the sun to pump water from the 
ground which is then stored in a tank. 
Pipes were installed to supply the 
three institutions (the two schools and 
clinic),” said Tembe. 

The community’s main borehole is 
fitted with an electric pump which has 
not functioned for almost a year. The 
community failed to come up with 
the $150 a month needed to pay the 
electricity bill. Finding seven or eight 
emalangeni - a dollar - each month 
has proven too much for a majority 
of households in a town stricken with 
poverty, AIDS and unemployment. 

“The electric water pump would run for 
about two weeks in a month and stop 
because the volatile voltage of the 
electricity damages the black box (an 
essential part for the smooth operation 
of the electric pump),” said Tembe. “It 
would take the people from the Rural 
Water Department weeks to come and 
fix it while people are without water.” 

Worse yet, before the water department 
could fix the pump, the community 
would have to come up with $100 
to replace the damaged part. So the 
school is overflowing with water, while 
community members are still relying 
on the streams and springs for water. 

“The school authorities are refusing to 
share the water with the community 
because they are concerned that this 
might bring an influx of people with 
big containers coming to fetch water 
here,” said Tembe. 

Nxumalo concurred with Tembe and 
added that it is unfortunate that the 
pupils can only have access to safe 
water at school. Many of them spend 
long hours seeking water for household 
use wherever it can be found - time 

they can’t spend on homework, or just 
resting. 

Damaged and idle water pumps are 
a common sight across the country 
because, says Johannes Ntuli, the 
clerk of works at the Rural Water 
Department, communities fail to pay 
their monthly contributions towards the 
water scheme. 

“Although many people would attribute 
their failure to pay to poverty, I feel it 
is lack of commitment from the very 
same people who are in serious 
need of water,” argued Ntuli. “I don’t 
understand how families fail to raise 
a dollar a month for access to clean 
water because it’s not every one who 
is poor in the community.” 

Hand pumps and child-powered 
PlayPumps have also broken down 
in many communities for lack of 
maintenance issues. Ntuli said 
government does not set aside money 
to fix these pumps on the understanding 
that users will take care of upkeep. 

“Although we train communities on 
how to look after these pumps, for 
some reason they fail to maintain 
them,” said Ntuli. 

According to Jimmy Braithwaite, the 
director of Agri Pump, a company that 
manufactures and installs water pumps 
in Swaziland, many contractors cut 
corners when installing hand pumps 
and once the pump breaks down, they 
don’t come to fix it. 

“It then costs the community more 
money to get another contractor to fix 
the pump because one might have to 
dig up the pump to establish the exact 
problem,” said Braithwaite. 

Braithwaite said another advantage 
of using a solar pump over an electric 
one is that the former does not pump 
water as vigorously as the latter. 
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“The solar-based pump runs between 
six and eight hours a day because it 
relies on the sunshine to pump water. 
Therefore, it does not over pump water 
which is the case with an electric pump 
resulting in the depletion of the water 
table,” said Braithwaite. 

Regarding hand pumps, Braithwaite 
said these are labour intensive 
because people have to use force to 
extract the water. 

“Just like the play pumps, hand pumps 
break often and communities are 
not in a position to fix these,” said 
Braithwaite. “Unlike the solar-based 
pumps, electric and hand pumps are 
cheaper to install though.” 

It costs about $3,500 to drill and install 
a hand pump while electric pumps 
costs about $6,000. 

Communities should not get too 
excited about solar pumps though, 
warned Ntuli. He said the solar panels 
are susceptible to theft because 
they are in demand for using electric 
appliances such as radios and TV. 

“Government tried to install solar-
based water pumps in a number of 
communities but the solar panels were 
all stolen,” said Ntuli. “This is why 
government has continued to install 
electric pumps in dry areas despite the 
high power costs.” 

Ntuli said most these stolen solar 
panels are sold in neighbouring 
countries such as Mozambique and 
South Africa and it is not easy to 
recover them. 

He said another disadvantage of using 
a solar-based water pump is that no 

water is pumped on a cloudy day. 

While the community figures out the 
best solution to their water problems, 
at least the pupils are guaranteed of a 
scrumptious meal at school every day. 
(END/2009)
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By Miriam Mannak

JOHANNESBURG, (IPS) - Despite 
the significant role groundwater could 
play in alleviating poverty, improving 

food security and contributing to overall 
development in Southern Africa, a lack 
of skills, finances and awareness of the 
resource means only a small percentage 
of the region’s supplies are tapped into.

“Although Southern Africa boasts 
groundwater supplies, only a small 
amount is extracted - despite the high 
demand for water,” said Karen Villholth, 
a groundwater expert at the Danish 
department of Hydrology. 

It is uncertain how large the region’s 
groundwater supplies are, but according 
to Villholth the underground formations 
- or aquifers - boast sufficient water for 
domestic use, drinking and small-scale 
agriculture. 

“Southern Africa’s aquifers, as we 
understand it, are not capable of 
sustaining massive irrigation projects 
that are found in for instance South Asia 
where 60 percent of the agricultural land 
is irrigated with groundwater,” she said. 

Figures from SADC’s Groundwater 
Programme show that for just over a 
third of Southern Africans, groundwater 
is the source of formal or improved 
water supplies; another 23 percent are 
supplied by networks drawing on surface 
water supplies. 

But the remaining 40 percent - who 
lack access to improved water sources 
- are dependent on unreliable ground 
and surface water supplies that are 
vulnerable to disease and drought. 
Inadequate water supply profoundly 
affects livelihoods. According to the World 
Health Organisation (WHO), the global 
disease burden could be decreased by 
ten percent simply by improving people’s 
access to safe drinking water. 

Diarrhoea kills 1.4 million children 
worldwide each year. In the WHO’s 
2008 ‘Safer Water, Better Health - 
costs, benefits and sustainability of 
interventions to protect and promote 
health’ report, the organisation said that 
almost half of all water, sanitation, and 
hygiene related deaths in the DRC were 
caused by diarrhoeal illnesses. 

Groundwater could supply many of the 
100 million who lack adequate water in the 
SADC region, but for various obstacles, 
Villholth said. “First of all, groundwater is 

invisible and therefore many people are 
not aware of its existence. They tend to 
look at what is on the surface.” 

One of the culprits is a shortage of 
hydrological data of the SADC region’s 
groundwater supplies. “We know that the 
SADC region has twenty transboundary 
aquifers,” Philip Beetlestone, project 
manager at the SADC’s Groundwater 
and Drought Management Project, said 
at the recent Water Dialogue, held in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. 

“There could be more sources, but at this 
stage this is all we know.” 

Imasiku Nyambe, coordinator of the 
Integrated Water Resource Management 
Center at the University of Zambia, said 
that communities and policy makers 
alike overlook the value of groundwater 
supplies. 

“Many parts of the SADC lack bold 
national and local leadership when 
it comes to investing in groundwater 
infrastructure,” he said. “Last year, the 
Zambian government spent three percent 
of their budget to water infrastructure. 
At this pace, Zambia will be kept 
underdeveloped forever. Development 
and access to water go hand in hand.” 

SADC Director of Infrastructure 
and Services Remigius Makumbe 
said that steps have been taken to 
make governments more aware of 
the necessity to explore the options 
provided by groundwater. “We are 
organising parliamentary forums where 
we bring parliamentarians together and 
raise issues such as groundwater. The 
aim is to increase awareness. During 
these workshops we provide them with 
information, which they will share with 
their colleagues back home.” 

According to Ole Houmoller - the Danish 
International Development Agency’s 
regional advisor to SADC - there are 
various reason why groundwater should 
be looked at as a prime source of water. 

“First of all it is there, right under our feet, 
and it has some good qualities: it is safe, 
and it is already in a reservoir, so you do 
not have to build a dam,” he said. “And 
compared to surface water, ground water 
is not very prone to pollution. This makes 
it cheaper as it requires less treatment 
and purification.” 

Apart from inadequate data collection 
and availability, and poor appreciation 
for groundwater, Phera Ramoeli, 

head of SADC’s water division, 
said that groundwater infrastructure 
development is hampered by economic 
impediments. 

“To access groundwater, you need to drill 
a well or a borehole, and to get the water 
to the surface, you need a pump,” he told 
IPS. “Many people in Africa cannot afford 
this.” 

The Water Dialogue took place from 
May 27-28 and aimed to increase 
understanding with regards to 
groundwater and the role it can play 
in improving lives in the SADC, which 
comprises14 countries including Angola, 
Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, 
Swaziland and Zimbabwe. (END/2009)

S o u t h e r n  a f r i c a

groundwater Still underutilised
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By Pilirani Semu-Banda

LILONGWE, (IPS) - Water has 
become the very essence of 
economic development for a rural 

community of Ngolowindo, in Malawi’s 
lake district of Salima, where households 
are reducing poverty thanks to irrigation.

Ninety percent of Malawi’s agriculture is 
rain-fed but government is now pushing 
for more diversification into irrigation 
farming which allows farmers to grow 
crops even in the dry season and allows 
for additional harvests. 

Taking advantage of the fresh water from 
Lake Malawi, the people of Ngolowindo 
are using simple irrigation methods 
to grow such produce as tomatoes, 
cabbages, mustard, onions, okra, green 
pepper, green beans, lettuce and maize 
on 17 hectares of land. 

A vibrant agricultural cooperative, the 
Ngolowindo Horticultural Cooperative 
Society, has since emerged in the area 
and 159 people are now members. Each 
individual farmer is allocated a small 
piece of communal land and assigned 
a specific crop to grow. The produce is 
collected into one lot and is put on the 
market. 

Eluby Tsekwe, the cooperative’s 
chairperson, proudly told IPS that her 

community has become the largest 
supplier of fresh produce to the residents 
of the country’s capital city, Lilongwe. 

“We supply all the main supermarkets 
and individual vendors in the capital 
city with fresh produce which they sell 
to residents of the city. We make a 
substantial sum of money from there and 
this sustains our livelihoods,” she said. 

Tsekwe said that members have to be 18 
years and above. “We don’t want to get 
children into the cooperative since we 
believe they should be in school and not 
be involved in any type of child labour,” 
said Tsekwe. 

For Tsekwe, a single mother of five, 
the financial benefits of this collective 
endeavour are evident; all her children, 
aged between four and 19, are in school. 
Despite her divorce leaving her alone 
as head of her household, she is also 
able to provide three meals every day 
to all her children in a country where, 
according to the United Nations, seven 
out of 10 households typically run out of 
food before every harvesting season. 

Tsekwe has also managed to build a 
house of bricks with an iron sheet roof 
and cement floors. “A typical house here 
is one with mud walls and floors with a 
grass-thatched roof but I can afford to 
live better and I am very proud of myself,” 
she said. 

a g r i c u lt u r e - M a l aW i

Water Makes the difference

Pilirani Semu-Banda/iPS

But it has not been all rosy for the 
Ngolowindo project, according to 
Coordinator of Ngolowindo Horticultural 
Cooperative Society, Mercy Butao. 

The cooperative coordinator explains 
that the agricultural initiative started 
at Ngolowindo in 1985 as an irrigation 
scheme and only became a cooperative 
in 2001. She said the project was initially 
driven by the government’s departments 
of water and agriculture through 
traditional leaders and community 
members. 

“As a scheme, individual farmers 
worked in their own fields. They could 
only benefit from communal irrigation 
systems, but they were each others’ 
competitors when it came to marketing 
their produce,” Butao told IPS. During 
this time, the maintenance of irrigation 
structures such as drainage canals and 
irrigation canals was suffering. 

The scheme was turned into a 
cooperative to improve marketing of 
the produce and for a more organized 
management of the project, according to 
Butao, but this also solved problems of 
maintenance. 

“The farmers applied for funding from 
the European Union soon after forming 
the cooperative, and they used the 
money to upgrade their agricultural skills 
in irrigation farming and modern ways of 
crop production,” said Butao. 

The Ngolowindo farmers have also 
been trained in marketing fundamentals, 
financial management, organisation 
management and agro-processing. 

Another member of the cooperative, 
Ginacio Kamoto, explains that he has 
benefited a lot from the cooperative. 
“I am able to provide employment to 
some people in my area. I employ them 
as casual labourers to assist me with 
farming. I employ up to six people per 
growing season,” said Kamoto. 

But people like Tsekwe and Kamoto are 
still the exception in Malawi where up 
to 65 percent of the 13.1 million people 
live below the poverty line of less than a 
dollar per day. 

According to the Ministry of Agriculture, 
the country is only irrigating 72,000 of 
400,000 hectares of irrigable land. The 
country is yet to fully utilise Lake Malawi, 
a fresh water length which stretches the 
length of the country is the ninth largest 
lake in the world.  (END/2009)
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Servaas van den Bosch

KAVANGO, Namibia, (IPS) - 
Several 20 litre buckets of water 
are crammed inside the small 

enclosure around the only tap in Epingiro, 
a small gathering of kraals in the Kavango 
woodlands in northern Namibia.
“The people left them here before they 
went to work in their fields”, explains 
Robert Mukuya, who is a field worker 
with Biota, a German-Namibian research 
programme focusing on biodiversity and 
use of natural resources. 
Normally the tap is locked, to prevent 
people from neighbouring settlements 
from stealing water while the villagers 
are away. But today the ‘pompa boy’ in 
charge forgot to lock the tap and, rather 
than queuing up after a long day of work 
the women prefer to just pick up their 
buckets on the way home. 
Ever since the government has started 
its reform of the rural water supply, water 
has become a scarce commodity, says 
Mukuya. Under the colonial South African 
administration, water was free for people 
in the communal areas. It was one of 
the many mechanisms the apartheid 
regime put in place to control the rural 
population. 
Now communities are organised in Water 
Point Associations (WPAs), governed by 
committees, tasked with regulating and 
collecting the levies for the water supply, 
explains Mukuya, while he tightens the 
tap to make sure not a drop is lost. 
“The government has stopped buying 
fuel for the pumps as part of the reform 
programme. They still come in to fix the 
pump when it breaks, but that will also 
stop eventually.” 
It is meant to lead to a paradigm shift. 
“Under the South Africans, water was 
used in a completely ecologically 
unsustainable manner”, says Dr. Thomas 
Falk, author of a soon to be published 
study on the impact of the decentralisation 
of the rural water supply that affects one 
million Namibians. 

Commercial farmers were able to pump 
water at heavily subsidised rates and the 
mining industry used enormous amounts 
of water at low cost. 
“These dynamics were reflected in the 
water consumption”, says Falk. “Although 
communities used a fraction compared 
to the commercial sector, a perception 
developed that water is an abundant, free 
resource, not a scarce good.” 
Though the water situation in Namibia is 
believed to be extremely precarious - only 
the Sahara desert nations are more arid - 
astonishingly nobody knows exactly how 
little water there is. 
The Water Supply and Sanitation 
Sector Policy of 2008 identifies an 
‘environmentally sound utilisation of 
resources’ as one of the cornerstones of 
a reformed rural water supply, but the lack 
of comparative data makes it difficult to 
put a price tag on this. 
The reform policy has arguably helped 
to conserve water as communities have 
to bear the brunt of unsustainable use 
themselves. In Epingiro the villagers only 
run the diesel pump that operates the 
borehole once a week. “If there is a lot of 
rain, like now, many people will rather trap 
rainwater for household use and let the 
cattle find water in the bush”, says Robert 
Mukuya. 
But in the dry season, the 100 villagers 
and their 800 head of cattle have no 
choice but to rely on the borehole. It takes 
approximately 25 litres of expensive 
diesel to fill up the two large reservoirs 
for a month. On top of this come extra 
costs for belts, engine oil and the salaries 
for the two pompa boys that regulate the 
water supply and carry out small repairs. 
One of these, Valentinus Kasere, explains 
that it is a mission to get the 500 Namibian 
dollars - 50 dollars U.S. - needed for the 
monthly water supply from the villagers. 
The rule set by the Epingiro WPA is 
that every household pays N$15 and 
households with cattle pay N$25 extra, 
but this rule is not often adhered to and 
even more rarely enforced. 
“We will never refuse anybody access 
to water, if a person cannot pay, the 
community will have to make a plan.” 

While teen herders appear with their 
cattle at the water point, Valentinus and 
his colleague Hausiku Joseph struggle 
to open the lock from the tap that fills 
the drinking trough. They outline the 
measures that are taken to cut costs and 
conserve water. 

“The pump, for instance, only pumps 
at night to prevent overheating and we 
regulate the amount of water that people 
can take on any given day. And if the 
manual pump in the neighbouring village 
breaks down - as it often does – we will 
charge N$2 per drum to supply water to 
those people.” 
Apart from the locks, there is a stick fence 
around the water point to prevent the 
Sanga cattle with their sharp horns from 
damaging the facilities. In areas with a lot 
of wildlife, solid concrete enclosures are 
needed to prevent thirsty elephants from 
demolishing the community’s lifeline. 
More than half of the boreholes in rural 
areas are operated by diesel pumps, a 
quarter use windmills and almost another 
quarter is dependent on manual pumps. 
Solar operated pumps compose only 
a tiny fraction of the total: while they 
cost almost nothing to use, they are 
expensive to purchase and not always 
technologically feasible. 
The government has decreed that up to 
five percent of household income should 
be set aside for water, but for people in 
extreme poverty who often have no formal 
income whatsoever, this is an arbitrary 
standard, says Thomas Falk. 
As a result of the reforms, people minimise 
their water use. According to the statistics 
many people in the rural areas get by on 
only ten litres of water per day, while the 
World Health Organisation has set the 
bar at 25 litres as a minimum required 
daily need for washing, cooking, cleaning 
and bathing. 
 An evaluation report on various donor 
projects by the European Commission 
in 2008 concluded: “There appears to be 
little co-operation between water supply 
and sanitation scheme planners and the 
providers of water; merely an assumption 
that water is, or will be, available.”  
(END/2009) 
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George Mwita IPS

Borehole mAinTenAnce chAllenGeS 
in SouThern AfricA

Botswana, Namibia and South Africa are 
the three countries in the region with the 
highest percentage of rural boreholes 
operational – at a 100, 85 and 75 percent 
respectively. 
Many communal boreholes and other 
water installations provided by the 
government and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) to give access 
to clean water have broken down, 
due to lack of maintenance. The user 
communities are now paying the price.
Groundwater installations remain out of 
order for some time before repairs can 
be effected. There is also no system 
in many communities to enable water 
users to contribute money to maintain 
facilities.
Groundwater managers, policymakers 
and donors should be made aware 
that efficient servicing of pumps, 
and maintenance of boreholes and 
waterpoints, is far more cost-effective 
than new installations.
So far there has been more focus on 
installing new boreholes and pumps than 
on maintenance and repair, yet the cost 
of the new is far greater than the cost of 
repairing the broken.
Three components key to good 
maintenance of a water supply are: 
the right technology, ownership by the 
communities, and local capacity to 

maintain or repair wells and systems.
A more effective borehole maintenance 
and rehabilitation policy must be 
developed, and vigorously implemented. 
Also, cost-effective initiatives on 
maintenance and rehabilitation must be 
launched.
Policymakers need to be aware, so 
that existing maintenance and repair 
programmes are better focused. They 
must ensure that they have the right 
type of policy, and financial, logistical 
and technical support from government, 
NGO’s and donors, giving them the best 
chance of success.
Decision makers in the water sector, 
whether they are those determining 
policy, governments, management or 
professionals and technical officers 
working with boreholes, should review 
the approach to rural water supply – and 
specifically to borehole maintenance and 
rehabilitation.
A project to teach water users routine 
maintenance, in which a timely dab of 
grease can mean the difference between 
a waterless, debilitated community and 
one that is water-sufficient, must now be 
pushed to the top of the agenda. 
* Barbara Lopi is communication 
specialist, SADC Groundwater and 
Drought Management Project based in 
Botswana.

By Barbara Lopi*

Clean groundwater is vital to at 
least 70 percent of the population 
in southern Africa, yet too many 

wells and boreholes are not operated 
efficiently, or are simply abandoned.
Urgent action is needed to improve 
access to potable water, and minimize 
waterborne diseases in rural as well as 
peri-urban areas in most of southern 
Africa.
Communal boreholes, wells and 
handpumps in most countries of 
the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) are often in a really 
bad state, and many waterpoints can no 
longer be used. Vandalism and lack of 
maintenance are unfortunately too often 
to blame.
Boreholes, wells and pumps need 
constant attention, and the main causes 
of breakdown are damaged or worn-out 
borehole stands, piping, pulley ropes, 
pistons, uncovered well heads, poor 
maintenance of water sources to prevent 
dirt build-up, and suction of mud.
To some extent poor planning of 
borehole maintenance and rehabilitation 
are to blame, but the breakdown of 
supply logistics, the unavailability of 
finance, and lack of sensitization to and 
awareness of groundwater management 
are also telling factors. 
Borehole maintenance is commonly 
equated to rehabilitation, but that is 
not so. Routine maintenance requires 
a schedule of actions to prevent 
deterioration, while rehabilitation is 
action to repair a failed borehole or well.
The SADC Groundwater and Drought 
Management Project, which promotes 
better management of groundwater 
resources in the SADC region, has found 
that ineffective borehole maintenance 
and repair, resulting in the loss of so 
many groundwater waterpoints, is a big 
headache.
A survey by the Groundwater and 
Drought Management Project on the 
status of groundwater, and drought 
management, reveals that on average 
at least 48 percent of all boreholes in 
member states are not working at one 
time or another.
In Angola for instance, the average 
percentage of rural boreholes operational 
at any given time is only 20 percent, or 
one in five. In Zimbabwe more than half 
of an estimated 50,000 boreholes have 
been abandoned.
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2007 with support from The Global Environmental Facility Trust Fund (TF 055090 SADC).

Objective: Developing consensus on a regional strategic approach to support and enhance the capacity of SADC Member 
States in the definition of drought management policies as they relate to the role, availability (magnitude and recharge) and 
supply potential of groundwater resources.

Aim: Contributing to increased awareness and understanding of groundwater and groundwater drought management in the 
region, resulting in the incorporation of groundwater principles into policy development and decision making throughout 
the region. 

The GDMP contributes to the implementation of the SADC Regional Strategic Action Plan (RSAP) on Integrated Water 
Resources Development and Management which has a Groundwater Management Programme as one of its key components 
on the Planning and Management of Regional Water Resources. 
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ips.org) registered in Rome, Italy.

The IPS Southern Africa Water Wire, www.ipsnews.net/new_focus/saf_water/index.asp, publishes regular content on  
integrated water resources management in the SADC region, and since its inception in 2007 has produced more than 100 
stories on water issues. Local journalists from across the region have explored the challenges, failures and successes of 
managing this vital resource.
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PO Box 413625, Craighall, 2024, South Africa. 

Tel:+27 11 325 2671;  Fax: +27 11 325 2891
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