
Improving Water Access and Food Security 

in Eritrea

CHF International, together with 

its local partner Haben, implemented 

the Eritrea Self-Help Enhancement 

Program (E-SHEP) with funding from 

the U.S. Agency for International 

Development (USAID) from May 2003 

to August 2005.  During the life of 

the project, E-SHEP assisted more 

than 25,000 people in drought and 

war-affected communities throughout 

the Anseba and Debub regions, to 

improve access to potable water, 

increase food security, and develop 

strategies for combating the drought 

situation in the future.  

Water for Life:
A Success Story

For most, our morning ritual isn’t complete without a hot 

shower.  We don’t worry about the quality of water in 

our coffee maker.  We never think twice about the water 

it takes to fl ush a toilet or wash a car.   But in Bambi, a 

village of over 400 in the East African country of Eritrea, 

water is a treasured resource, never far from the mind 

of most villagers.  For over four years now, a terrible 

drought has plagued the country, weakening children and 

livestock, exhausting the women who walk farther every 

dry season, and stripping the land of its productivity.  

Nobody knows the value of water better than 

Bambi resident Senbetu Ogbagergish, a talented weaver, 

50-year-old mother of 7 and grandmother of many who 

says, “Before CHF helped us repair our well, we were 

suffering.  The children were unhealthy because we 

couldn’t wash them and we were tired all the time from 

walking to get drinking water.”    

In 1998, when severe lack of rainfall lead to drought 

and famine in Eritrea, Senbetu and her community had to 

begin walking farther and farther from home to fi nd water 

for drinking and for their livestock.  The situation became 

so bad that Senbetu and her children would have to walk 

for hours everyday through the mountains to the Anseba 

River to collect a meager 20 liters of water. Carrying the 

water on their back or by donkey, many children were 

too exhausted to attend school, herd animals became 

weak and sick, and there was no water for washing and 

basic hygiene. Even after the community built a dam and 

reservoir, the dry season depleted their reserves and left 

them walking for water again.

Senbetu is a member of Bambi’s community 

council which met with CHF International and requested 

assistance in repairing their community well, which for 

several seasons had failed to produce suffi cient water 

for the community’s needs.  CHF International invested 

private resources along with gifts from donors to fund 

the project.  

Now Senbetu says, “Things are getting much 

better.  We can get water near our homes and we are 

so pleased with CHF’s help on this project.  Our children 

and our livestock are healthy and clean.  In the past we 

had to walk for four hours to get water and we still 

never had enough.  Now we have water to drink, water 

to wash with, time to take our children to school, and 

fi nally time to weave again.”

Arid climate countries like 
Eritrea depend entirely on 
annual rains for water.  When 
the rains are insuffi cient, as 
they have been for most of the 
last fi ve years, or fail to come 
entirely, as they did last year, 
the water table drops, wells 
dry up and rain-fed irrigation 
systems fail, leading to crop 
failures, livestock losses and 
drinking water shortages.

Finding new water sources is 
a risky and expensive 
endeavor.  However, many 
‘water-harvesting’ methods 
have been developed to 
improve existing water 
sources, and to make the most 
of whatever rains do come. 

Bambi’s community well is 
‘charged’ with water every 
year during the rains.  When 
the seasonal river fl ows, a 
dam near the well creates 

a large reservoir. This water 
seeps into the ground, feeding 
the nearby well.  Consecutive 
years of low or no rainfall 
had lowered the water table, 
while years of silt runoff had 
built up in the bottom of the 
reservoir, greatly reducing its 
capacity.  CHF supported a 
project to raise the head of the 
dam, in order to increase the 
capacity of the reservoir, and to 
construct check dams upriver, 
to slow down the water fl ow 
and reduce the runoff of silt.  
The reservoir was thus able to 
capture more water, creating 
more downward pressure to 
encourage charging of the well.  

This year, halfway through 
the dry season, families like 
Senbetu have been able to 
meet all their water needs 
from the community well, 
instead of walking many hours 
each way to fetch water. 

MAXIMIZING A SCARCE VITAL RESOURCE

“… Things are getting much 
better.  We can get water 
near our homes and we are 
so pleased with CHF’s help 
on this project.”
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In each community, a variety of solutions to the problem 

of poor water supply were considered, ranging from 

construction of new wells with mechanized pumping 

systems, large reservoirs and multiple distribution points, 

to the replacement of damaged hand pumps that would 

ensure continued access to existing water sources.  

                                     

Where the availability of water and project funds al-

lowed, communities and local governments prefer to 

construct relatively large water supply systems that 

provide a reliable source of potable water to as many 

people as possible, and minimize the effort and energy 

required to access that water.   However, the experience 

of CHF and several other non-governmental organiza-

tions (NGOs) in Eritrea has shown that finding new water 

sources, which support this kind of system, is increas-

ingly difficult with each year that below-average rainfall 

further depletes the water table.  Sometimes, in spite of 

extensive hydro-geological research, borehole sites turn 

out to produce little or no water.  

Increasingly, in Eritrea and throughout the region, gov-

ernments, donors, and NGOs are shifting the focus of 

water supply programs to small-scale, community-based 

projects designed to minimize costs and maximize their 

ability to capture water during the rainy season.  

I m p r o v i n g  W a t e r  A c c e s s  a n d  F o o d  S e c u r i t y  i n  E r i t r e a  CHF International

In the spring of 2003, CHF International and Haben 

implemented a pilot water supply project in the village of 

Bambi. The main water source in Bambi is a well charged 

by a reservoir created by a large dam on the seasonal 

river.  This project included the elevating the head of the 

dam to increase its storage capacity, and the construct-

ing check dams to enhance water management.  Due to 

the increased capacity of the reservoir, the output of the 

community well charged by the reservoir was doubled. 

Whereas prior to the improvement to the dam, com-

munity members were forced to 

walk two hours each way to an 

alternative water source when 

the Bambi well dried up, now the 

well has supplied adequate water 

for the entire community through 

two dry seasons, with no ration-

ing necessary.

Most recently, CHF and Haben 

initiated the creation of new 

water supply systems in four 

communities, and the repairing existing water supply 

infrastructure in a fifth.  Local residents have received 

training in safe water handling, good sanitation and hy-

giene practices, with special attention paid to establish-

ing a community maintenance fund and management 

plan for each of the infrastructure improvements made.  

In addition, communities are developing, with guidance 

from CHF and Haben, a long-term drought mitigation 

strategy, to help identify plans and resources for ad-

dressing future water shortages. In one community, an 

institutional latrine facility was constructed to provide 

sanitation facilities to over 600 students and faculty of 

the local school. Finally, a pilot project was carried out in 

one community to demonstrate the effectiveness of drip 

irrigation schemes.  Eight households were provided with 

equipment and training to implement a drip irrigation 

system on a garden plot.  All eight households are now 

producing vegetables for consumption and marketing.

Training provided to communities
 COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION TRAINING: 

communities have been led through the process 

of identifying and prioritizing needs, and analyzing 

the advantages, disadvantages, and feasibility of 

potential projects to address those needs.  

 MAINTENANCE AND SUSTAINABILITY TRAIN-

ING: once projects have been identified, communi-

ties are required to address issues of sustainability, 

and given training as necessary.  In the case of 

E-SHEP water supply projects, sustainability training 

includes technical guidance on maintaining wells, 

pumps and generators. They are also trained on 

the process of establishing a maintenance fund, 

contributed to by community members, to ensure 

funds are available for maintenance and repairs.

 DROUGHT MITIGATION STRATEGIES: a key 

component of the E-SHEP program has been the de-

velopment of a Drought Mitigation Strategy (DMS) by 

each target community.  Because drought conditions 

are likely to continue in Eritrea, the DMS process will 

encourage communities to develop strategies to maxi-

mize the benefits of the new water supply systems, 

and to address future water shortages.

 WATER AND SANITATION TRAINING: Com-

munities have been receiving training in sanita-

tion methods, to maximize the health benefits of 

increased water access.

A variety of solutions 
to the problem of poor 
water supply were 
considered, ranging from 
construction of new 
wells … to the replace-
ment of damaged hand 
pumps


