
CLEAN water at the right location 
Learning from experience in Haiti, Oxfam treats water at wells in the center of villages in Senegal. 

When Jean Bassette first visited communi-
ties near Kolda, Senegal, during the Sahel 
food crisis in the summer of 2012, people 
were struggling to find enough food follow-
ing a bad harvest the previous year. 

Bassette is a specialist in emergency  
response working for Oxfam in West Africa.  
He knows from experience that in a food  
crisis, clean water is essential to help 
people avoid waterborne diseases, so that 
they can get the most nutrition possible  
out of what food they can find.   

In one Senegalese village called Fafacourou, 
he said the chief brought him to see the 
wells from which the residents got their 
drinking water. The wells were in poor condi-
tion, and the water was very cloudy. “He was 
very conscious that the level of malnutrition 
there was directly linked to the water, sani-
tation, and hygiene situation,” Bassette said 
months later. “It was really sad, particularly 

when he explained the effect of the food 
crisis on the community, and particularly  
the many children affected by malnutrition 
and diarrhea.”

When Bassette finished the assessment 
tour in the summer of 2012, he was deter-
mined to improve the quality of drinking  
water around Kolda.  Oxfam and a local 
partner called FODDE distributed hygiene 
kits, which contain soap for washing hands 
before eating, and bleach for treating drink-
ing water, both important means to reduce 
the threat of waterborne diseases.

It was a good first step, but Oxfam staffers 
wanted to try another idea they had used in 
Haiti during the response to the cholera epi-
demic the previous year: chlorine dispensers. 
These consist of a small container with a 
ball valve that releases a measured dose 
of chlorine solution into containers of well 
water before villagers carry them home. 

IMPROVING ON AN IDEA 
Oxfam specializes in clean water and sanita-
tion in humanitarian emergencies, and we 
always try to ensure that the emergency 
measures we bring in a crisis translate into 
a longer-term improvement in clean water, 
hygiene practices, and sanitation. 

Oxfam and the local water officials in south-
ern Haiti had installed chlorine dispensers 
near the Nippes River in 2011 as part of an 
effective response to an outbreak of chol-
era. However when Oxfam staffers checked 
to see if people in the area were using the 
dispensers, they saw mixed results. “We 
found a marked difference in reported use 
and actual chlorine levels in the water in 
people’s homes,” said Kenny Rae, a humani-
tarian response specialist who worked on 
Oxfam’s cholera response in Haiti. People 
said they were treating the water, but  

ABOVE: Positioning chlorine dispensers (blue container in background) near village wells proved effective in  
encouraging people to treat their drinking water to avoid waterborne diseases during the 2011–12 food shortages  
in Senegal. Jean Bassette / Oxfam America
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tests did not detect chlorine in the water at 
their homes.

Bassette, who is from Haiti and was working 
there with Rae, said that chlorine was also 
not effective in the turbid river water in  
Nippes. And as people could get water  
anywhere along the river, there was not 
always a chlorine dispenser nearby. Maybe 
some people did not walk the extra distance 
to the dispensers.

Bassette, Rae, and their colleagues in 
Senegal decided to try the chlorine dispens-
ers again in Senegal, where villages like 
Fafacourou are clustered around wells.  
“We improved the condition of the wells, 
so we could decrease the turbidity, and 
installed chlorine dispensers at the wells, 
many of which were at the center of the  
villages,” Bassette said. 

Oxfam received a grant from Innovations for 
Poverty Action (IPA) and worked with FODDE 
to position 98 chlorine dispensers at 49 
water points so that 1,951 families could 
treat their own water. FODDE and Oxfam held 
meetings to train people how to use the 
dispensers, and promoted their use in radio 
programs. FODDE trained local public health 
promoters to maintain and stock the dis-
pensers, and to encourage families to use 
them. “This project had an unbelievable  
level of community participation,” said 
Bassette. “Local management committees, 
mostly women, took responsibility for filling 
the dispensers with the chlorine solution, 
and they were involved in all aspects of  
the project.”

DOCUMENTED SUCCESS
The centralized approach was a success. 
IPA carried out an unannounced survey in 
10 randomly selected villages in January 
2013 and found that the dispensers were 
working well: more than half the households 
surveyed had water treated with the correct 
amount of chlorine. Three months later, fur-
ther studies by IPA indicated that 88 percent 
of families were treating their water, and the 
percentage with the correct chlorine dosage 
had increased to 71 percent.

After more regular rains in 2012 and 2013,  
Oxfam and FODDE are turning their attention 
to seeking longer-term solutions to food 
shortages and unhealthy drinking water. 
Bassette attended a meeting in Kolda in 
the spring of 2013 with local officials to talk 

about improving wells there and to explore 
how the government can more fully support 
local water and sanitation committees. He 
said he saw the chief of Fafacourou, who 
expressed “great satisfaction” with the 
chlorine dispenser project. Bassette added, 
“It was an incredible moment for me.” 

Bassette went on to say, “One woman told 
me, ‘Before the project, our community had 
a lot of cases of diarrhea and malnutrition, 
and people spent a lot of money at the hos-
pital, despite their modest means. Some-
times we would lose our children. Since this 
project started, there have been significant 
changes in our community—we’re hardly 
ever seeing diarrhea now.’” 
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Local health promoters maintained and replenished the chlorine solution in the dispensers. They also trained people 
how to use the dispensers and promoted good hygiene. Jean Bassette / Oxfam America 
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Do one more thing today: 
LEARN ABOUT OXFAM’S EMERGENCY WATER AND 
SANITATION WORK 
Close to half of all people in developing countries are suffering from health problems 
caused by poor water and sanitation systems, says the UN. That’s why Oxfam 
places enormous emphasis on ensuring people have access to clean water and 
good sanitation in emergencies, when conditions that are often already precarious 
become even worse. Learn more about the water, sanitation, and public health 
education we have been providing to hundreds of thousands of people affected  
by the typhoon in the Philippines: oxfamamerica.org/typhoonhaiyan
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