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How important is sanitation during a humanitarian crisis? Why is it important to explore ecological
and sustainable sanitation? This article looks at the case of Eastern Chad, an example of a major
long-term crisis. From an acute emergency in 2003, the crisis has gone through a number of
phases. The appropriateness of aid mechanisms is currently being questioned, with a particular
focus on sanitation. Sustainable sanitation can help to improve the quality of life of refugees and
IDPs as well as local populations. From this perspective, what lessons from Eastern Chad could be
useful in other contexts?

Eastern
Chad: Focus
on sanitation
in a
long-term
humanitarian
crisis
context.

The arrival of
large numbers of
refugees and IDPs in Eastern Chad from 2003 [1] led to the mobilisation of the international
community to provide essential services to the affected population in refugee camps and IDP sites.
In terms of sanitation, the humanitarian intervention was limited to digging latrines which
remained of an insufficient number in relation to needs. The very poor coverage of sanitation needs
was caused both by constraints, such as the lack of space available and the unstable or floodable
land which caused pits to collapse, and the fact that sanitation was not seen as a priority by
humanitarian actors. In addition, for a long time, the Chadian communities living near the camps
remained outside international aid circuits, despite the fact that their living conditions and their
needs were similar to those of the people who had been displaced by the conflict.

After a few years of operations consisting essentially of the provision of assistance to affected
communities, the aid sector then found itself faced with a long-term crisis which affected Eastern
Chad in a heterogeneous manner: the priority became the promotion of self-reliance within camp
communities and projects targeting the local population also began to be developed.

The current context is one in which it is forecasted that the Sudanese refugees in camps in the East
will be there for a protracted stay and in which there has been a re-organisation of the territory
(amounting to the urbanization of Eastern Chad) due to the movements of IDPs (return,
re-settlement or sedentarisation in former sites).

Recently Chad experienced one of the most serious outbreaks of cholera in the last fifteen
years [2], the consequence, amongst other things, of the very poor access to sanitation that exists
in the country [3]. There are therefore several factors which show that there is a need to find
alternative forms of sanitation in Eastern Chad.

   

Factors which show that there is a need to look for alternatives to
conventional sanitation in Eastern Chad

Several factors underline that we should be looking at alternatives to conventional

sanitation

Firstly, there is a very high incidence of diarrhoeal illnesses, which are themselves sometimes
made worse by sanitation systems which are not adapted to the hydro geological context, like for
example, in the Kouou-Angarana area where the water table is high.
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Secondly, the long-term establishment of refugee camps means that space to dig toilets has
become scarce in certain densely-populated camps, like for example in Farchana camp.

Thirdly, due to the need to restore arable land, it would appear sensible to look at the potential of
ecological sanitation. The deterioration of the soil in Eastern Chad has been denounced by most
actors, even though, as yet, no quantitative data has been produced by scientific research [4]. The
Office Nationale de Développement Rural (ONDR), which has conducted surveys with farmers in
the Goz Beida area, without any distinction of status [5], has observed a decline in the fertility of
arable soil around camps (particularly where there is sandy soil), one reason being that land is no
longer fallowed, which is itself linked to land availability. Only areas which have been enriched with
composted manure have not suffered from reduced soil fertility.

Fourthly, human waste is being re-used clandestinely for agriculture, causing health risks. For
example, in Abéché, the contents of toilets are not currently re-used by users, but it is well known
that human waste from transfer sites is regularly collected and re-used by market gardeners.

Certain factors also show that these changes are possible.

First of all, people in Eastern Chad are familiar with and are not against the idea of using human
waste in agriculture. Though publicly this practice remains relatively taboo, there is genuine
interest during discussions in small groups involving people who have travelled to Sudan, Nigeria,
Niger and Libya and who may have observed or even practiced the re-use of human waste in
agriculture themselves and seen how this can have “positive effects on production” [6]. What is
more, certain Chadians in cities are used to emptying their toilets regularly (e.g. Abéché).

There is growing interest in ecological sanitation within the international community which fits in
well with strategies promoting empowerment and self-reliance for sanitation at the household level
in camps and IDP sites. Ecological sanitation pilot projects have been tested since 2009, such as by
Secadev in Farchana and by ACF in Dogdoré.

 

Focus on the emptiable toilet project in Farchana camp (SECADEV)

Due to a lack of space to dig toilets and the collapse of several hundred pits in the sandy soil,
emptiable toilets have been tested in several refugee camps [7] since the end of 2008. The pits are
reinforced from top to bottom with terra cotta bricks and cement joints. These sanitation facilities
are therefore built with more durable materials and are more expensive than the houses of the
refugees, which can lead to incomprehension and resistance. The pits can be emptied manually, in
order to re-use their contents in agriculture. For an optimal use of this type of toilet, the liquids
(urine, anal cleansing water and shower water, if relevant) are separated by running over the
lightly sloping concrete floor, so that they are evacuated outside. Certain families in Farchana
camp separate liquids at the source in this way (the pit of the toilet is reserved for faeces) and add
ash to the pit: this is the ideal method in terms of hygiene and comfort (no flies or odour). Other
families put an anti-bacterial disinfectant product or soapy water into the pit in the hope that this
will reduce the smell and the volume of the pit, but this is probably not effective.
In 2010, a double pit design was introduced in the camps in order to be able to use the pits
alternately and avoid having to empty fresh (and therefore highly pathogenic) faeces when one pit
was full. None of the toilets built in Farchana camp in 2008 is yet full, and the time that it will take
to fill a pit could well be close to several decades, if the toilets are used solely for defecation.

What lessons can be drawn from Farchana?

Monitoring carried out during the second year of implementation of the emptiable toilets revealed
that the principles involved were not clear in the minds of users, particularly the double pit toilets.
In effect, during the first months after they were put in place, certain households used both pits at
the same time, cancelling out the advantages of two pits over one. This underlines, once again, the
vital importance of “software” activities such as awareness-raising, training and monitoring. In
addition, this type of project implemented in refugee camps requires that the issue of agricultural
re-use has been treated in advance: it is essential that space is available for re-using the waste,
either inside the camp, in concessions (in which case, hygiene precautions need to be fully
integrated, which requires a full training programme and deserves serious thought on a case by
case basis), or outside the camp, ensuring that the refugees have long-term access to the land).

   

Why it is important to consider and understand the concept of ecological
sanitation
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The increased health and environmental risks caused by pollution of the environment, surface
water and underground water, are very worrying. It is absolutely essential that sanitation, which
aims to allow everyone to live in a healthy environment, should be taken into account in order to
manage water resources in a sustainable and integrated manner.

The concept of ecological sanitation is a cross-sector approach which concerns the WaSH, Health
and Food Security sectors. It aims to preserve human health by confining and sanitising the
pathogens contained in faeces. It also aims to recycle the nutrients contained in excreta (faeces
and urine) and waste water and aims to prevent pollution rather than to treat it once it has been
produced. More than a type of design, it is, above all, a principle based on understanding and
respecting the natural cycles of water, nutrients and matter.

In other words, ecological sanitation involves re-using waste water and excreta in agriculture,
without risk, to fertilise the soil and restore the natural nutrient cycle. It reduces the risk of a
watershed being contaminated and considers faeces and waste water to be re-usable resources.

 

The main types of dry toilets

The techniques associated with this concept are based on excreta being collected and treated
separately from waste water, using toilets known as dry toilets which generally work without
water. There are two ways of treating excreta ecologically: composting (urine and faeces are
mixed) and dehydration (urine and faeces are separated).

Dehydration toilets
Dehydration toilets collect urine and faeces separately so that these two types of excreta can be
treated appropriately. Adding soil or ash (or lime) to the faeces creates an alkaline environment
which is unfavourable to pathogenic germs. Urine, which normally does not contain pathogens, is
channelled towards a recipient with a view to its re-use. Storage of the urine and dehydration of
the faeces allows the excreta to be sanitized so that they can be used as fertilizers in agriculture,
market gardening or tree growing.

Compost toilets
Compost toilets allow excreta to be treated using a natural process involving the decomposition of
organic matter: the composting process. In compost toilets, urine and faeces are treated together
in a storage and/or composting receptacle. For a good composting process to take place,
carbonated matter needs to be added (sawdust, woodchips, chopped up straw, dried and shredded
leaves and leaf stalks).

The countless different designs of dry toilets are all based on one of these techniques for treating
excreta. The table below looks at these two families of dry toilets in relation to a number of
variables: climate, water table, soil and habitat.

 

 

Though it is true that it is difficult to establish a fixed typology of these techniques because it is
essential to know the local constraints and particularly the wishes of the future users, it is
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nevertheless apparent that the biggest constraint technically is that of the climate, with
dehydration most appropriate in arid contexts while compost toilets should be favoured in humid
contexts.

In the case of Chad, we can see from the table that for high-density and long-term sites such as
the cities and town centres of Abéché, Goz Beida and Farchana, all the systems are possible except
the arborloo due to the constraints of space. We can also say that for a temporary shelter, whether
high-density (like Farchana and Gaga camps or the sites around Goz Beida) or rural (like certain
IDP sites like Sanour and Ganachour), the goal is to reduce costs and take land ownership issues
into account (avoid planting trees if there is a risk that this will cause conflict). Finally, for
long-term rural habitats like certain peripheral neighbourhoods and returnee areas like Bithéa,
neighbourhoods in Farchana, Goz Beida, Louboutigué, Tiero and Marena, all systems are possible.

Ecological sanitation techniques help to establish synergies between different actors: water,
sanitation, agriculture, health and education, thus adding greater depth to projects and solutions.
The success of ecological sanitation projects is not simply a question of technical design, but also
concerns agricultural and social issues.

   

Numerous preconceived ideas and obstacles to the introduction of
ecological sanitation in Eastern Chad

Amongst international donors, the instability and uncertainty regarding the length of time that
camps will exist does not encourage investment in long-term facilities.

Also, the high turnover of management staff within humanitarian organisations is a major
constraint in that pilot projects need strong backing and need to be followed up in the long-term.
What is more, humanitarians often prefer to reproduce what they already know how to do (force of
habit leading to inertia) and are unwilling to take chances with approaches/techniques that they are
unfamiliar with. Many expats believe, wrongly, that Chadian culture is “faecophobic” and that any
re-use of human excrement is therefore impossible.

Using human waste is not a subject that is spoken about publicly and “good practice” (appropriate
treatment for risk-free use of human waste) may not be known. Furthermore, access to
agricultural land remains very problematic for refugees (with some variation, depending on the
area), thus limiting the attraction of re-use. More generally, the communities in Eastern Chad
complain about the lack of means for transporting (and therefore re-using) human waste to the
fields which are sometimes a long way from settlements. To complete this brief overview of
constraints, we must underline the financial and technical difficulties for the population to acquire
and run toilets autonomously. Effectively, the construction of dry toilets is more complex and more
expensive than that of traditional toilets (pit latrines), making the manual participation of the local
population more difficult as well as the appropriation of techniques.

   

What actions are needed to establish more sustainable sanitation in Chad?

The sustainable and ecological sanitation projects currently being carried out in Chad and the
difficulties they have encountered underline the importance which needs to be given to
participation and awareness-raising throughout the project cycle. It is also essential to train people
who already re-use human waste in order to avoid health risks . In addition, pilot projects should
be encouraged, in order to test new solutions on a small scale before they are diffused more
widely, make adjustments if necessary and learn lessons. What is more, “re-use” should
automatically be taken into consideration from the beginning of projects, and at the very least, the
final destination of the waste should be established in advance when sanitation projects are being
designed. It is important to involve agricultural development organizations, particularly the ONDR
(and thus farmers’ groups) in all ecological sanitation projects, but also to encourage continual
dialogue with the administrative, religious and political authorities as well as with development
organizations and donors, which will help to improve the sustainability of projects.

There are a lot of preconceived ideas about people’s reticence to manipulate excrement
(faecophobia) and this is why it is very important to verify on the ground whether or not these are
founded (Patinet J. & Yerima M.A., 2010).

Lastly, the majority of humanitarian organizations’ bases in Eastern Chad, as well as certain offices
of the Chadian administration, are equipped with flush toilets, with additional un-ventilated (and
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often insanitary) pit latrines outside the buildings, which are used by the guards. Changing to dry
toilets would make it possible to:

Remove the problem of treating waste water contaminated by faeces,
Save water, particularly in areas where there are water shortages, like Eastern Chad,
Test ecological alternatives, in order to adapt them to the context (before implementing this
type of toilet on a large scale in projects aimed at local communities),
Gain in legitimacy by leading by example.

Focus on the training workshop

A training workshop for humanitarian actors entitled Opérationnalisation des projets
d’assainissement écologique (Making ecological sanitation projects operational) was carried out in
September 2010 in N’Djamena. It was organized in response both to demand from WaSH sector
humanitarian actors in Chad and the findings of an assessment carried out by Groupe URD in
N’djamena, Goz-Beida and Abéché in July 2010. The workshop, which was run by Groupe URD,
received remote technical and methodological support from the French NGO, Toilettes du Monde
(specialized in ecological sanitation) and technical and practical support from the Chadian NGO,
CAIDEL. With funding from ECHO, the French Embassy, UNDP and UNICEF, it also received a great
deal of logistical support from N’Djamena municipal authority. The workshop allowed participants
to acquire theoretical and practical understanding of ecological sanitation and to increase their
knowledge of health and hygiene issues linked to sanitation. It was also an opportunity to discuss
the question of implementing sustainable sanitation in Chad and the obstacles and opportunities
which need to be considered to integrate the principles of ecological sanitation into the actions and
projects of different organisations.

   

Conclusion

The long-term success of alternatives to conventional sanitation in Chad, as elsewhere, does not
depend on the application of particular technologies: it depends principally on the participation of
the future users (from the design to the follow up) both in the building of the facilities and the
re-use of products. Rather than reproducing a design, it is important to understand the principles of
ecological sanitation in order to be able to adapt them to a particular context. The key ideas to be
retained from the Chadian experience - which can be applied in many other contexts - are
participation, awareness-raising, pilot projects, training and lesson sharing.

 

Julie Patinet , Groupe URD
Research, evaluation and training – WaSH sector

Anne Delmaire , Toilettes du Monde
Responsible for sustainable sanitation and international aid projects
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[1] 250 000 refugees and 180 000 IDPs according to estimates by ReliefWeb in 2008.

[2] 17 000 cases, 450 deaths in 2011 according to MSF.

[3] The proportion of Chadians who had access to improved sanitation in 2002 was 30% in cities
and 0% in rural areas (source: page on Chad on the World Health Organisation web site)

[4] Source: interviews with the Institut Tchadien de Recherches Agronomiques pour le
Développement, ITRAD

[5] ONDR works with all the farmers in its area of intervention, regardless of their status : local
community, IDP or refugee. Their training courses and advice are aimed at “all those who cultivate
the Chadian soil”.

[6] Source: group discussions with communities

[7] Farchana, Kounougou and Mile
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